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 This qualitative case study of female international graduate students from Arab Gulf 
countries explores their experiences of academic acculturation to their graduate programs, 
university, and community, and uses Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model as a framework 
to understand these experiences.  Data was collected with six participants from three Arab Gulf 
countries in five different fields over the course of the spring 2018 semester at a large land-grant 
university in the Midwest US, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  Data sources 
included semi-structured interviews, observations, text analysis, and interviews with other 
stakeholders on campus.  
Consistent with previous literature, the analysis of the data determined that English 
proficiency, help-seeking behaviors, and social connections affect acculturation of some 
participants, but I also found that individual dispositions, educational and career goals, and the 
participants’ funding source are important variables that affect their acculturation. The ecological 
systems theory is helpful in conceptualizing participants’ microsystems and exosystems and can 
help reveal the complicated ways that layers of similarity and difference across levels of one’s 
interactions with their environment can have an impact on their perceptions and experiences.  
Furthermore, I found that English language proficiency was related to participants’ academic 
literacy development because less proficient participants were required to take ESL courses. 
They considered these courses to be the most helpful contributors to their academic literacy 
development. However, more proficient participants did not have to take ESL courses but 
expressed frustrations with their academic literacy development.  Instead of ESL courses, more 
highly proficient English-speaking participants developed academic literacy through interacting 
with peers in their field. This study provides implications for how institutions can support 




that they should be expected to acculturate.  Implications include calls to increase hospitality 
towards international students on the part of students, faculty, and at the institutional level, to de-
dichotomize native and non-native speakers of English, and to focus on students’ individual-
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
            In participants’ final interviews with me, I asked them to give a piece of advice to any 
incoming students from their home countries to their degree programs.  Their advice, which 
gives a preview of their personalities and issues that they faced as students, was as varied as their 
overall perceptions of their experiences in the US.  Their advice is as follows: 
Noor, MA student in Linguistics from Bahrain:  
“I don’t know, maybe relax a little bit, and don’t worry about it because at the end of the 
day you make yourself sick and nothing really comes out of it.” 
Amal, MA student in TESOL from Kuwait:  
“You’re going to be doing a lot of research, reading, and writing… I just have the 
personality of like, this sucks.  I’m trying to work on that, like be half full as opposed to 
half empty.  You should try to be half full.” 
Fiona, MA student in Nutrition from Saudi Arabia:  
“It’s ok, everything is not easy.  You have to be careful for interacting with professors in 
respectful way like no first name… Make sure you are taking the time to relax and enjoy 
your life because you can’t be all study study all the time.”   
Jamilah, PhD student in Nutrition from Saudi Arabia:  
“My advice is to don’t listen to every person’s advice.  You are one who knows you.  
Come to see for yourself.” 
Nadia, MA student in Architecture from Kuwait:  
“You have to be yourself.  Talk about yourself.  Don’t be shy… I’m not going to be 
quiet, I’m going to be strong and show that even if I’m different, I’m going to be strong.” 
Sema, MS student in Economic Policy from Saudi Arabia:  




Gulf Arab Students in the US 
            Gulf Arab students have had a strong presence in American institutions of higher 
education, especially in English language programs, over the last decade.  In the 2017-2018 
academic year, Saudi Arabia was the 4th most common country-of-origin for international 
students in the US.  In 2017-2018 were almost 45,000 Saudi Arabian students studying in the 
US, a 15% decline in overall students from the year before.  Changes in their government 
scholarship program have led to a decline in Saudi Arabian students in the US in the last two 
years, and their presence in US institutions of higher education peaked in the 2015-2016 school 
year with over 61,000 students.  Kuwait, with just over 10,000 students, ranked 16th most 
common country-of-origin for the 2017-2018 school year, and their presence in American 
institutions of higher education is growing while other Gulf Arab countries' presence is 
declining.  Other countries in the Gulf send students at lower rates but also have significantly 
lower populations.  In Intensive English Language Programs (IEPs), Arab Gulf countries are 
over-represented relative to their populations.  In 2015, Saudi Arabia was the most common 
country-of-origin for students in IEPs.  In 2017, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, and the United 
Arab Emirates were in the top 25 countries-of-origins in IEPs.  In 2017, Kuwait was the only 
country-of-origin with more students in IEPs than in degree programs (Open Doors, 2018).  Gulf 
Arab countries, but especially Saudi Arabia followed by Kuwait, are key countries-of-origin for 
international students in the US, especially when it comes to English language study.  
            Gulf Arab students are often in the US funded by their governments or private 
universities in their home countries.  The King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP), which 
started in 2005, funded Saudi Arabian citizens to study for one year in IEPs and undergraduate 
and graduate studies, including tuition, transportation, and a living stipend.  Recent changes to 




education.  The total funding for the program was cut significantly, and remaining funds have 
been redirected to mostly graduate studies in selected fields and only at top 100 universities.  The 
Kuwait Ministry of Higher Education offers a similar scholarship program to study in the US.  
Like the KASP, it covers one year of English language study and stipulates specific fields of 
study (MOHE, 2018).  Private universities in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and other Gulf countries 
also have scholarship programs to fund their students to earn graduate degrees in the US and 
return to their institution as faculty members and researchers.  These funding sources require that 
students return to their home country after earning their degrees abroad, so most Gulf Arab 
students are temporary sojourners in the US while they complete their studies.   
Local Context of the Study 
            Founded in 1867, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) is a large, land-
grant, flagship state university in the Midwestern United States.  According to US News and 
World Report rankings, UIUC is the #13 public university in the US and #46 university overall 
(University of Illinois, 2018). Currently UIUC has more than 47,000 students, almost 12,000 of 
which are graduate students.  UIUC hosted 13,445 international students in the 2017-2018 
academic year, making it the 6th most common host of international students of all institutions of 
higher education in the US.  The increase in international student enrollment in the US has 
stalled overall (Open Doors, 2018), but UIUC’s enrollment has maintained a mostly consistent 
rate of increase over the last 10 years (ISSS, 2017). While Saudi Arabia was the 4th most 
common country-of-origin of international students in the US in the 2017-2018 academic year, it 
was not among the top 10 countries-of-origin at UIUC.  In the Fall 2017 semester, there were 54 
Gulf Arab students enrolled at UIUC, 43 of which were graduate students.  Of the 43 graduate 




from Saudi Arabia (ISSS, 2017).  While it hosts many international students, UIUC is not a 
common destination for Gulf Arab students in the US.   
Personal Context of the Study 
            Since I transferred to Wright State University and changed my major to International 
Studies and TESOL in my junior year of college, most of my life in the US has involved Arab 
Gulf people as classmates, students, friends, and roommates.  I didn’t know it at the time, but 
Wright State University had the most Saudi Arabian students of any university in the US while I 
was a student there.  Because my regional focus was on the Middle East and I studied Arabic 
language, there were many Saudis in my classes who were taking them for “easy As” in general 
education classes.  My teaching practicum in for my TESOL program was in the university’s 
IEP, where most students were from the Arab Gulf.  In my master’s program, I was at another 
regional state school in Ohio with a large population of Gulf Arab students, mostly Saudi 
Arabian.  I worked part time at the community IEP, where most students were from the Arab 
Gulf, and I lived with Saudi Arabians.  After returning to Ohio from teaching in Turkey, I taught 
in another IEP that was dominated by Gulf Arab students and taught English language support 
classes for degree seeking students at a university where a large portion of the students were Gulf 
Arab.  After gaining several years of experience teaching English language and teacher education 
courses in a variety of places and contexts, I felt ready to pursue a PhD and investigate the issues 
that I saw while teaching.  I wondered if the courses in the IEP and other English support courses 
that I taught actually helped students because I had little insight into the language demands of 
courses in their degree programs.  I wondered if teaching them about topic sentences, using 
evidence to make arguments, lower order grammar issues, etc. was transferable or useful for 
them outside of my classroom.  My close relationships with Saudis who had completed these 




widely misunderstood and othered by people who did not know any of them on an individual 
level.   
            Soon after starting as a student and graduate assistant at UIUC, though, I realized that my 
experience at my previous institutions was not generalizable to this new context, and many of my 
ideas for research were irrelevant.  I had my first insight into this difference when talking to the 
husband of a Saudi friend of mine in Ohio who received his master’s degree from UIUC before 
starting his PhD program in Ohio.  While I was still living in Ohio, he told me that I would see a 
different kind of Saudi student at UIUC-- students who were more interested in studying than the 
Saudi community that I knew in Ohio.   
Much differed about the context of UIUC and the institutions where I studied and taught 
in Ohio.  UIUC did not have problems of admitting students with very low TOEFL scores and 
not offering them language support once in their degree programs.  The IEP that is affiliated with 
UIUC was not a “cash cow” for the university (as I heard where I taught referred to by campus 
administrators and staff).  The of Urbana-Champaign community seemed to value the diversity 
brought by international students.  There was no apparent Gulf Arab student enclave.  Still, I 
wanted to contribute to research that would help English language instructors and, in a wider 
sense, institutions of higher education in general, better understand the perceptions and needs of 
Gulf Arab students so that they could be better supported and welcomed on campus.  From my 
position as a writing tutor and assistant director of UIUC’s Writers Workshop, I gained insights 
into discipline-specific writing issues and developed a sense that within a discipline, no one 
could seem to agree on disciplinary writing conventions. Furthermore, units across campus 
expected that the responsibility of teaching these conventions lay elsewhere.  Thus, I combined 




education background, and interest in understanding students’ development of discipline-specific 
writing knowledge in this research.  
Statement of the Problem  
            Gulf Arab students have made up a significant portion of students in US institutions of 
higher education, but their experiences are understudied and may be unique from other 
international students.  While changes in the KASP have decreased overall numbers of Saudi 
Arabian students in the US, their continued presence will become increasingly concentrated at 
the graduate level, in particular fields, and at particular universities.  This population has a bad 
reputation for the quality of their writing in English (Alahamri, 2015; Elraggas, 2014; Fageeh, 
2003; Hellmann, 2013; Johnson, 2015; Mustafa 2012; Matson & Algren 2006; Reichelt & 
Shucang, 2017; Rivard, 2006; Zghyer, 2014), and much research has attributed their issues to 
education in their home countries, especially Saudi Arabia (Alahamri, 2015; Bendriss, 2012; 
Blincoe & Garris, 2017; Hellmann, 2013; Reichelt & Shucang, 2017).  Most research focuses on 
students’ issues with writing, but there may be other relevant issues to address.  US institutions 
of higher education should be prepared to support students as they acculturate to the culture of 
education in the US and learn academic literacy in their disciplines.   
Purpose of the Study 
            This study aims to provide deeper insights into female Gulf Arab international students’ 
perceptions of their experiences studying in the US than is available in existent literature by 
exploring the following research questions: 
1.)   What are participants’ perceptions of their experience of academic acculturation in their 
graduate programs?  





3.)   How does their English language proficiency affect their academic literacy development in 
their graduate programs? 
 I aim to center participants’ experiences as developing scholars in their fields in response to 
existent literature that does not consider women at all, or, when it does, focuses on their clothes 
or appearance rather than their scholarly development.  It also seeks to explicitly avoid deficit 
views of students.  In doing so, this study’s goal is to provide insights into individual 
participants’ perceptions of their experiences with acculturation and academic literacy 
development in order to better inform IEP instructors, English support instructors, advisors, and 
other stakeholders on campus to provide insights into better supporting their students.   
Outline of the Study 
            This study is organized as follows.  Chapter two provides a discussion of relevant 
reviewed literature, including pointing out the research gaps that this study seeks to contribute to 
filling. Chapter three describes the research methodology, including my perspective as the 
researcher, a description of the research context, participant criteria, data collection and analysis 
methods, and trustworthiness of the study.  Chapter four presents participants’ stories, including 
their backgrounds before coming to UIUC, their experiences in their programs at UIUC, a 
selection and analysis of their written work.  After each participant’s story, there is an 
individualized analysis of their academic acculturation, an application of Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems theory, and discussion of their academic literacy development by 
discipline.  Additionally, an interview with an instructor of ESL 512 and two Teaching 
Assistants are presented.  Chapter five responds to the three research questions that guide this 
study.  First, it discusses participants’ perceptions of their academic acculturation, including 
issues like their funding sources and individual goals, which have not been discussed in previous 




theory to their experience and evaluates the theory’s usefulness in understanding individual 
participant’s experiences.  Finally, it homes in on two pairs of participants to discuss their 
academic literacy development.  The conclusion provides a summary, implications, limitations, 
recommendations for future research, and my reflection as the researcher.  
Key Terms Defined 
• Academic Acculturation:  Acculturation in general describes the process that happens 
“when people are initially socialized in one cultural environment and then moved and 
started functioning in another one” (Chirkov, 2009, p. 95).  Academic acculturation 
describes this process specific to transitioning from one culture of education to another. 
• Academic Literacy:  Having an understanding of and operationalizing aspects of reading 
and writing necessary to demonstrate one’s participation in one’s academic discipline. 
This includes learning what kind of evidence is meaningful, what counts as knowledge, 
understanding the relationship between different parts of a text, being able to interpret 
and create visuals that convey information, and producing text that adheres to these 
conventions (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Weildman, 2014).  
• Arab Gulf: This region of the Middle East consists of the countries that are located on the 
Arabian Gulf (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia (the KSA) and the United 
Arab Emirates (the UAE)).  While they differ in styles of government, dominant sects of 
Islam, levels of internationalization, and other differences, the regional dialect of Arabic 
(Gulf Arab) is spoken throughout the region and the dominant religion is Islam.   
• Case Study: A case study is a qualitative research design that deeply investigates “a 
program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2007, p. 241).  
The cases under investigation are confined to a specific time and context.  Case studies 




describe the case from multiple layers.   
• Ecological systems theory: Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979; 1996) is a 
holistic and dynamic framework for understanding the relationship between an individual 
and his or her environment and how this affects his or her development. 
• Intensive English Program (IEP): Accredited institutions of higher education that teach 
English language, often with 5-7 hours of courses five days a week.   
• Non-Native English-Speaking (NNES) International Student:  A non-American citizen 
student who is enrolled in an accredited institution of higher education on a temporary 



















CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 This literature review first explains the concept of academic acculturation and provides a 
summary of research on academic acculturation of international students.  Next, it introduces the 
framework of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and how it has been applied to 
research about international students and acculturation.  It goes on to discuss the region of the 
Arab Gulf, including language, literacy and English education, and statistics about women in the 
region.  Then, it reviews research about Gulf Arab students in the US.  Most relevant research is 
about the KSA and Saudi Arabian students, and this review focuses on the KSA, Kuwait, and 
Bahrain because those are the countries-of-origins of the participants in this study.  Then theories 
and research about learning how to write in an academic discipline and second language writers 
are discussed, followed by an explanation of English as a second language education in US 
institutions of higher education.  The literature review concludes with discussing gaps in the 
literature that this study purports to address.  
Acculturation 
 Acculturation is a process that occurs “when people are initially socialized in one cultural 
environment and then moved and started functioning in another one” (Chirkov, 2009, p. 95).  
Berry et al. (2011) explain that it is not a one-sided process because it includes the experience of 
groups of individuals from different cultures having long-term contact with a new culture, which 
can result both in changes of the individuals and to the new environment.  For example, when 
Syrian refugees arrive to Germany, they begin acculturation to a new place.  Acculturation does 
not describe any particular course of feeling or action, rather every individual has their own 
process of acculturation to different results.  Some will change their behavior to match their new 
surroundings, some will maintain old behaviors and remake a life where they can work, some 




maintenance in ways that are fluid, individualized, and context-dependent (Berry et al., 2011).  
Furthermore, in this example, Germany also acculturates to the new population of Syrian 
immigrants.  Like the process for the immigrants themselves, this is fluid and contextualized.  
For example, schools may develop programs for Syrian immigrant students, the study of Arabic 
language may become more popular, and people may become resentful and hateful towards the 
immigrants.   
 Much research has explored the phenomenon of acculturation, and theories and models of 
acculturation have been developed to help conceptualize this process.  Common variables that 
affect acculturation include race (both of the newly arrived individual and the dominate race and 
racial structures in the new society) (Wamwara-Mbugua & Cornwell, 2010), language 
proficiency of the dominant language(s) in the new society on part of the acculturating individual 
(Phinney, 2001), and exposure to media from the new society before and after arrival (Moon & 
Park, 2007).  Jean Phinney’s (2001) acculturation model describes four strategies of 
acculturation which can affect an immigrant’s economic and educational success in a new 
country.  Those strategies are: integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization. 
Integration is both adapting aspects of the new culture and creating new relationships while 
maintaining the ethnic identity from the country of origin.  Assimilation is adapting to the new 
culture while not maintaining ethnic identity.  Separation is maintaining original ethnic identity 
without participating in or adapting to the new culture in a meaningful way.  Marginalization is 
neither adapting to the new culture nor maintaining ethnic identity but instead remaining lacking 
identification with both the new culture and the original culture.  A single individual can use 
more than one strategy at a time through the course of their acculturation, go through phases of 
using different strategies in different situations, or follow one strategy completely (Phinney, 




the heritage language and new language, and education and socioeconomic level (Dow, 2011).  
Phinney’s (2010) model shows that acculturation is a process that is highly individualized and 
fluid and can have many different and changing paths and results.  
Academic Acculturation 
Academic acculturation is the experience of acculturation to academic settings in a new 
culture.  Like acculturation in general, individuals may change through this process, they may 
stay the same, and the environment will change in response to the individuals.  Most often, there 
is a combination of these, and the process is fluid for both the individuals and the environment to 
which they are acculturating.  Understanding academic acculturation of international students in 
the US has been increasingly important as there are almost one million international students in 
the US.  The rates of international students in the US have increased almost 75% in the last ten 
years (Shen et al., 2017).  Understanding academic acculturation of international students in the 
US includes examining how institutions acculturate to students.  
Much research of international student acculturation to the country where they study 
looks for “the integrating moment where culture is viewed not merely as behaviors to be 
acquired or facts to be learned but as a worldview to be discovered in the language itself and in 
interactions with interlocutors that use that language” (Kramsch, 1991, p. 237).  This is closely 
tied to language proficiency, and many consider English language skills to be an important 
aspect of academic acculturation to Anglophone universities (Bastien, Seifen-Adkins, & 
Johnson, 2018; Cheng & Fox, 2008; Mori, 2000; Olivas & Li, 2006; Phinney, 2001; Sawir, 
Marginson, Forbes-Mewett, Nyland, & Ramia, 2012; Zhang & Dixon, 2003).  English language 
proficiency has been tied to life beyond academic success of international students.  A study of 
language proficiency’s effect on acculturation of international students found that Chinese 




(Young & Gardner, 1988).  Furthermore, language proficiency of international students increases 
their human agency, which can ease acculturation because the international students feel 
comfortable and capable of solving their own problems outside of academic issues (Sawir, et al., 
2012).  This previous research suggests that international students who arrive with high language 
proficiency can experience less stressful acculturation.  Thus, much research about academic 
acculturation of international students to higher education in the US, Canada, the UK, and 
Australia includes how institutions acculturate to their international students by providing 
English language and other support and on students’ experiences learning and using English in 
their academic programs and lives in the host country (Bastien et al., 2018; Cheng & Fox, 2008; 
Hood, 2015; Sawir et al., 2012; Singh, 2017).  
 While English language proficiency can predict grade point averages, other factors, like 
age, motivation, first language background, and factors about the new educational setting will 
influence acculturation of international students (Cheng & Fox, 2008).  In their study of 
international students’ processes of academic acculturation to three Canadian universities, Cheng 
and Fox (2008) found that participants who described the acculturation process as positive could 
explain specific, strategic learning skills that they used to adapt.  They also found that 
mismatched agendas were a factor that was associated with negative acculturation processes.  
Mismatched agenda describes when students do not feel that the course, support service, staff or 
faculty member is addressing their concerns.   Most recently, Bastien et al.’s (2018) quantitative 
study of international student acculturation to a university in the southern US found that the 
amount of time in the US, English proficiency, and help-seeking behaviors are the variables that 
are most related to positive acculturation.   
 Time since their arrival to the country is discussed in much research about international 




cultural contexts has investigated the U-curve model of adjustment to consider how time since 
arrival affects students.  According to the U-curve, when first arriving to a new culture, there is a 
honeymoon period of amazement, followed by frustration and fatigue towards differences that 
once seemed interesting, and eventual improvements once an individual learns to navigate and 
cope with their new environment (Lysgaard, 1955; Oberg, 1954). Bikos et al. (2007) reviewed 
studies about the U-curve model of adjustment published between 1955-1980, which were all 
cross-sectional, and found that 67% supported the U-curve model (p. 8).  More recent 
longitudinal research shows that time in country is a factor in adjustment, but the impact of time 
does not follow a simple U shape. For example, Ward et al. (1998) found that entry was the most 
difficult point for Japanese students studying in New Zealand.  The results of this study indicate 
that time may be a factor in participants’ perceptions of their academic acculturation, but that 
there is no consistency in terms of time periods that may be “good” or “bad.”   
Other research suggests that students’ social lives in the new setting have an important 
influence on acculturation.  Al-Sharideh and Goe (1998) examined students’ social lives and 
relationships with co-nationals, other international students, and citizens of the host country.  
They found that positive relationships with peers from similar cultures are more important than 
positive relationships with domestic students to overall adjustment in the new setting.  They 
found that this was especially true for international students of color in the United States who 
may face discrimination from peers of different races.  Taylor and Ali (2017) found that social 
relationships with co-nationals have complicated layers of pros and cons.  For example, co-
nationals can provide support in students’ native languages, but the availability of rich social 
lives in their native language can prevent them from engaging with other peers in English.  
Furthermore, Nomnian (2017) came to similar conclusions but also found that co-nationals of 




not guarantee a safe haven from discrimination.  Social lives are an important aspect of 
acculturation, and relationships with domestic and co-national students have pros and cons 
according to previous research.  
Criticism of Acculturation and Acculturation Research 
Academic acculturation and acculturation in general have not always been discussed as a 
neutral necessary process that people go through when adjusting to a new culture (Chirkov, 
2009; Hunt, Schneider, & Comer, 2004).  It has also been discussed through critical views of 
how students are expected to transform themselves in potentially negative ways and 
acculturation’s relationship with power, maintenance of the status quo, and marginalization.  
Nomnian (2017) explains that “acculturation is often a cause of tension as the student needs to 
conform to the new ecological system that requires personal introspection to learn, unlearn, 
and/or re-learn new ideas, thoughts and behaviors in order to survive, thrive, and flourish in the 
new academic and sociocultural contexts” (p. 101).  Therefore, research that seeks to find ways 
to help students acculturate may be seeking to find ways to help students be active in their own 
oppression by conforming to systems that marginalize their difference.  Furthermore, discussing 
the acculturation of a group of co-nationals or people of the same ethnicity has resulted in the 
dominant power developing stereotypes of minoritized groups.  In a review of literature about 
acculturation of immigrants in health research, Hunt et al. (2004) argue that when researchers 
consider acculturation levels as a variable in health disparities for minoritized populations, the 
results can be based on members of the dominant groups’ ideas of others outside the dominant 
group rather than the minoritized group’s reality.  Hunt et al. (2004) contend that stereotypes 
developed by researchers from dominant cultures obscure healthcare providers ability to see and 




Chirkov (2009) argues that one of the main issues with research about acculturation is 
that many scholars have investigated acculturation through quantitative approaches with 
positivist paradigms that seek to measure culture in ways that confirm “the 
associations/predictions derived from the used theoretical models” (p.99).  Most often this 
research is based on statistical analysis of survey data, and surveys are often not given in 
participants’ first languages.  Furthermore, Chirkov (2009) questions the broad notion of culture 
necessary to discuss acculturation, and that this often is situated in a national context (e.g. 
Syrians adjusting to Germany), which ignores the complexities within national-level culture.  
Additionally, while acculturation is a process, 94% of the articles Chirkov (2009) reviewed for 
his analysis of how acculturation is being researched were cross-sectional, which only allows 
data collection at one point in time and does not illuminate the experience as a process.  Chirkov 
(2009) argues that much of social science research about acculturation obscures potential 
understanding of the process of acculturation.  
Berry (2009) responded to Chirkov’s (2009) criticism of the subject of acculturation and 
the research that purports to investigate it.  Berry (2009) argues that positivist cultural research 
“should not be dismissed entirely and replaced by the more recent interpretive approaches” (p. 
363) because the more approaches used, the richer our understandings.  Berry (2009) argues that 
acculturation research does not seek to define laws of acculturation, instead it seeks to explore 
the diverse and individualized experiences of individuals.  In response to Chirkov’s (2009) claim 
that acculturation ignores culture, Berry (2009) writes “the charge that culture has been ignored 
in the process of carrying out research on acculturation is simply not valid.  It appears that the 
charge is that if I do not adopt an exclusively interpretive approach to culture, then I do not study 
culture!” (p. 368).  He defends positivist approaches in that they are the approaches that are the 




their work.  This debate about the usefulness and validity of acculturation research shows that it 
is not a harmless construct and is laden with assumptions about cultures and their differences, 
and that the role of cultural power in acculturation research should be considered.   
Ecological Systems Theory 
 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979; 1996) provides a holistic and 
dynamic model for understanding the relationship between an individual and his or her 
environment and how the layers of environment affect his or her development.  The foundation 
of the theory and its model is the idea that a developing person is not a blank slate who exists in 
an environment but rather a developing person’s environment is a dynamic force that shapes a 
person’s development.  The model helps conceptualize how an individual’s features interact with 
their environment in ways that shape both themselves and their environment and in ways that can 
benefit or hinder their development.  
Figure 1 






Bronfenbrenner (1979) described the five layers of an individual’s environment: the individual, 
the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem.  Later, he added the 
chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).  The individual and their attributes are at the center of the 
model.  The first layer of the environment, the microsystem, surrounds the individual.  It 
contains the aspects of environment with which one directly interacts, usually including family, 
school, work, and religious centers, among others.  The second layer, the mesosystem, is made of 
interrelated aspects of the microsystem.  For example, the interaction between a teacher and a 
parent or between parents are interrelations of an individual’s mesosystem.  The third layer, the 
exosystem, contains aspects of the environment with which the individual is not actively 
involved that but affects him or her, for example federal immigration policies, school 
requirements, and mass media.  While an individually may only passively interact with these 
aspects of their environment, the ecological systems theory provides a framework for talking 
about how individuals are affected by the features of the mesosystem.  The fourth layer, the 
macrosystem, includes the culture, values and economic systems of an individual’s environment.  
The chronosystem describes environmental events over the course of one’s development, 
including events in the in the micro and mesosystems (e.g. divorce, death in the family) and 
events in the macrosystem (e.g. war, economic recession).  Ultimately, this theory provides a 
framework that describes how an experience or change at one level of the environment, even if it 
does not directly include the individual, can have profound effects on the lived experiences of the 
individual.   
Ecological Systems Theory Applied to International Students  
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory has been used as a framework for 
understanding the complicated ways that international students react to the change of their 




recent years.  Shen, Ting, & Shen’s (2017) study about counseling of international students from 
China at an American university promotes the use of the ecological systems theory in 
counseling.  The authors recommend counselors understand the ecological systems theory to 
better understand why international students can have trouble adjusting and consider how 
different levels of their ecological system have changed and how they may best find support in 
their new contexts.  Shen et al. (2017) present a case study of a counseling client and show how a 
counselor can use the theory to identify the client’s risk factors and propose context-based 
strategies based on the ecological systems theory as a framework for mitigating them.  
 Two recent studies (Nomnian, 2017; Taylor & Ali, 2017) investigate international student 
social acculturation through the ecological systems theory.  Similar to Al-Sharideh and Goe 
(1998), both studies examine how social lives affect acculturation.  Taylor and Ali’s (2017) 
qualitative research about five international doctoral students in the UK used the ecological 
systems theory to explore how social experiences affected international students’ adjustment to 
their new country.  They argue using this theory allowed them to systematically explore multiple 
layers of their cultural influences from governments to interactions with roommates.  Taylor and 
Ali (2017) used timeline interviews with participants in their third year of studies and determined 
that lack of social support, lack of English language proficiency, and issues beyond the 
university (e.g. being sick, using public transportation) contributed to their negative acculturation 
experiences.  Some participants told stories that showed how building a social network with co-
nationals prevented them from acculturating and improving their language.  Others who did not 
have a network of co-national support, expressed feelings of loneliness, and told stories of how 
these feelings of loneliness negatively impacted their academic lives (e.g. not going to class).  
 Nomnian (2017) examined the identities of Thai international doctoral students in 




conducted in a large university in a large city with nine participants who were doctoral students 
in different fields and had been in Australian from two-seven years.  According to their analysis, 
the participants’ microsystem interactions contributed to an identity of as a non-native English 
speaker first and foremost.  This identity is focused on something that they are not and marks 
them as non-standard.  Furthermore, they found that there were tensions among the participants 
in the way that they perceived their identities to be ascribed by other Thai students based on their 
different religions and customs, thus the identity-making through interactions in the microsystem 
were not simply through interactions with Australians and other international people that marked 
them at a national level.  Despite co-national differences and tensions, Nomnian (2017) found 
that co-national relationships were a “significant buffer against acculturative stress or conflict” 
(p. 114).  Both Taylor and Ali (2017) and Nomnian (2017) show how microsystem interactions 
with co-nationals can both positively (through providing support and understanding) and 
negatively (through tensions based on differences and preventing relationship building with 
citizens of the host country and other international students) affect acculturation.  
Ecological Systems Theory and Academic Acculturation 
Elliot, Reid and Baumfield (2016) used the ecological systems theory to explore how 
international students’ shift in ecological systems when studying in the UK affects their 
academic acculturation.  They argue that this significant shift in ecological systems “offers both 
opportunities for ‘developmental generativity’, that is, promoting development or 
‘developmental disruption’, this is, preventing development” (Elliot et al., 2016, p. 2201).  They 
explain that their participants’ ecological systems were disrupted on every dimension, and that 
these shifts were not only a source of “puzzlement and challenges” but also a source of 
“serendipity and amusement” (Elliot et al., 2016, p. 2215).  Ultimately, they found that 




differences in their new ecological systems were keys to their successful academic acculturation.  
Their study highlights how acculturation is a highly individualized process that can be both good 
and bad at the same time and that the ecological systems theory allowed them to consider all the 
layers of interactions the individual had with their surroundings that illuminates how the process 
is not “good” or “bad” but a complicated mix.  
College Transitions 
 While the international student experience of academic acculturation may be distinct 
from domestic students’ experiences, all university students go through a transition when 
arriving to campus.  A transition, according to Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012), is 
“any event or nonevent resulting in change in relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 
39).  Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 1981) has been applied to university 
students at all levels, both domestic and international and is also often used in research about 
transitioning out of prison or military.  The theory includes consideration for factors like type of 
transition, perspectives of those in the transition, the context of the transition, and the impact of 
the transition, which are all relevant to considering the process of academic acculturation.  For 
students, the type and context of the transition can be similar, but with important differences, like 
motivations for pursuing education, the degree to which others in their lives are supportive, and 
more. The impact can be highly variable and individualized. 
The Arab Gulf 
The Arab Gulf describes the countries of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia 
(the KSA) and the United Arab Emirates (the UAE).  This region has been internationalized and 
developed economically since the 1950’s because of its great oil wealth.  Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait have some of the most productive oil fields in the world, and other Arab Gulf countries 




region, Arab Gulf countries have grown global power and host international companies.  
Culturally the region is dominantly Islamic, and the lingua franca of the region is Gulf Arabic.  
Beyond oil wealth, Islam and language, there is diversity in the region in styles of government, 
legal systems and laws, sources of wealth beyond oil, population and geographic size, and sects 
of Islam (Donn & Al Manthri, 2010).  
Language in the Arab Gulf  
 The Gulf Arabic dialect is spoken by more than 5 million people in Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, the KSA, the UAE, and Yemen.  Gulf Arabic is not the dominant 
language in all of these countries, and people in these countries may speak other dialects of 
Arabic.  Additionally, there may be dialects within the broader category of Gulf Arabic, but they 
are mutually intelligible among Gulf Arabic speakers but not necessarily with other dialects of 
Arabic.  
Arabic Diglossia.  Diglossias, as defined by Ferguson (1959), are stable languages with primary 
dialects and “a very divergent, highly codified superposed variety” that is used in literature, 
writing, or from an earlier period (p. 245).  Ferguson describes diglossias in terms of a ‘high’ 
variety and a ‘low’ variety.  The usage of high and low can vary in formal education where high 
may be spoken in lectures and used in text books, requiring the teacher to translate materials into 
low to help students understand content (Ferguson, 1959).  Arabic is a diglossic language where 
the spoken dialect varies greatly throughout Arabic speaking regions and has changed throughout 
time, while the written dialect, often referred to as “classic Arabic,” is the language of the Holy 
Qur’an, and is more consistent and unchanged over time.  Ferguson (1959) writes that the Arabic 
diglossia “seems to reach as far back as our knowledge of Arabic goes” (p. 233). Maamouri 
(1998) explains that classic or high Arabic is not the mother tongue of Arab people, and it is 




and low dialects of Arabic are different in terms of vocabulary (including words that are different 
between high and low and words that are present in one and not the other), grammar (e.g. high 
Arabic has three noun cases that are marked with suffixes, but low Arabic does not have marked 
noun cases), and pronunciation.  Some argue that the Arabic diglossia is at the root of Arab 
students’ issues with literacy (Maamouri, 1998).  
Literacy Education in the Arab Gulf.  Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Education explains that the 
goal of Arabic language education in the KSA is “to provide students with sets of words, 
structures, and methods of linguistic eloquence that will enable them to understand the Holy 
Qur’an, the Hadith, the Islamic heritage, and developments in modern life” (as cited in Alghamdi 
& Li, 2012, p. 661).  The Qur’an is Islam’s holy book, and its text was revealed to the Prophet 
Muhammad orally in Arabic.  Saleh (1986) notes that “the word ‘Qur’an’ itself is derived from 
the word ‘reading’ and the first verse of the Qur’an is a call to read and write” (p. 18).  In the 
Saudi Arabian education system, teachers teach literacy skills and classical Arabic language 
through the Qur’an.  Because of the importance of the Holy Qur’an in Islam, it is important to be 
able to read, memorize, repeat, and write it. The Sunnah, examples of the Prophet Muhammad’s 
life, and the Hadith, quotes from the Prophet Muhammad, are also sources that students study as 
a part of religious and literacy education (Alghamdi & Li, 2012).  The language of the Holy 
Qur’an, the Sunnah, and the Hadith is classic Arabic and different from the dialect of Arabic that 
most Gulf Arabs learn as their first language and use at home.   
The Saudi Arabian education system has been deeply criticized for its focus on 
memorization and recitation and providing little if any opportunity for students to practice 
constructing their own texts in Arabic or English (Alahamri, 2015; Bendriss, 2012; Blincoe & 
Garris, 2017; Hellmann, 2013; Reichelt & Shucang, 2017).  There is much more research 




other Gulf countries.  The bulk of research on Saudi Arabia’s education system, particularly 
English language education, appears after 2010, likely in response to the steady influx of Saudi 
Arabian international students to universities in the US, the UK and Canada at that time.  Despite 
the scarcity of research on English language education in Kuwait, Bahrain, and other Gulf 
countries, some research shows that researchers are exploring issues beyond grammar and 
common errors students make in English language.  For example, Al Khars’ (2013) dissertation 
explored the use of creativity in Kuwaiti primary English language education.  Al Manni et al. 
(2005) examined phonological processing skills as predictors of literacy in Bahrain.  
The levels internationalization of each country can also affect English language 
education.  In the UAE, the majority of the population are expatriates, and they have the most 
English-medium international schools in the world with 589 schools.  Despite having a much 
larger population that the UAE, the KSA has the 7th most international schools in the world, with 
243 schools (Gulf News Education, 2016).  Beyond international schools, the dominating 
presence of foreigners in the Arab Gulf can also affect the internationalization of education.   
Table 1 
Foreign Nationals Relative to Total Population of Gulf Countries 
Country  Total Population Nationals /  
Foreign Nationals  
% Foreign 
Nationals 
Bahrain 1,314,562 630,744 
683,818 
52% 
Kuwait 4,294,171 1,316,147 
2,978,024 
69% 




Overall in the region, 49% of the population are foreign nationals (Gulf Labour Markets and 
Migrations, 2016).  The availability of English-medium, international schools, and presence of 




language education.   
Additionally, the history of colonialism can also have an impact on English language 
education today.  Kuwait became independent from Great Britain in 1961, and before then the 
British established the modern bureaucratic systems still in place.  Bahrain was a British 
protectorate from 1880 until 1971.  The pearl industry in Bahrain brought foreigners to the island 
far before the oil industry caused the rest of the Arab Gulf to be internationalized.  The 
relationship between Great Britain and other countries and Kuwait and Bahrain historically and 
presently impact the status of the English language in Kuwait and English as a foreign language 
education.  In contrast, Saudi Arabia has been an independent country since 1932 and had little 
Anglo or Western control throughout its history (Miller, 2016).  
Arabic Speakers’ Challenges with English Language   
According to research about Arab students’ issues with the English language, both 
students and their instructors identify writing as the most challenging language skill (Alahamri, 
2015; Elraggas, 2014; Fageeh, 2003; Hellmann, 2013; Johnson, 2015; Mustafa 2012; Matson & 
Algren 2006; Reichelt & Shucang, 2017; Rivard, 2006; Zghyer, 2014).  Some scholars argue that 
the root of many Arab Gulf students’ issues in writing in English stem from the lack of practice 
composing texts in their first language because it is not emphasized in their education systems 
(Alkubaidi, 2014; Blincoe & Garris, 2017; Fageeh, 2003; Hellmann, 2013; Prokop, 2003).  
Hellmann (2013) explained that most of the participants in her research about Saudi Arabian 
Engineering graduate students reported that they had never written anything original that was 
longer than a few sentences in Arabic or English before coming to study in the US.  Because the 
literacy skills learned in one’s first language can be transferred to literacy skills in a second 
language (Ayari & Tarone, 1993; Saville-Troike, 1976), the lack of practice in writing in Arabic 




first language literacy as the language that students learn to read and write in school is classic 
Arabic, which is different than their first language.  Because of this, some students may never 
receive direct instruction on literacy skills in their first language.   
Arabic and English Language Difference.  Beyond educational background, some scholars 
point to differences between Arabic and English grammar, vocabulary, and rhetorical styles as 
the root of Arab students’ issues with writing in English, which is consistent with most research 
about second language writers in general (Buell, 2004).  For example, Zghyer’s (2014) 
dissertation about Arab students’ difficulties with English writing in English language programs 
in the US begins with an introduction about what she personally found difficult, and each issue 
was related to a difference between Arabic and English or British English, which she studied in 
her home country before coming to the US, and American English.   
Consistent with research on second language writers, much previous research about 
Arabic language speakers’ issues with writing in English has often focused on the issues present 
in final drafts of writing.  Common errors include missing copula ‘be’ (Alkubaidi, 2014; Rass 
2015), overuse of definitive articles (Rass, 2015) and spelling (Alkubaidi, 2014; Reichelt & 
Shucang, 2017; Thompson-Panos & Thomas- Ružić, 1983).  Rhetorical organization is also a 
factor in Arab students’ English writing struggles (Kaplan, 1966; Sa’adeddin, 1989; Rass, 2015; 
Thompson-Panos & Thomas- Ružić, 1983).  Arabic rhetoric draws on repetition and 
generalization (Kaplan, 1966; Rass, 2015; Sa’adeddin, 1989), which will be unconvincing to 
readers who expect traditional American academic rhetoric.  Another holistic writing concern is 
the use of long sentences with many conjunctions (Almehmadi, 2012; Barry, 2014; Rass, 2015).  
These language issues present in final writing products written by Arab students are well 





Women in the Arab Gulf 
 The stereotype of the oppressed Arab Gulf or Muslim woman is pervasive in the West 
(Ridge, 2014; Zahidi, 2018).  However, overall participation in higher education provides 
evidence against the stereotype of the oppressed Gulf woman.  In 2012, women made up 64% of 
university students in Kuwait, 52% in Saudi Arabia, and 46% in Bahrain.  Putting these rates in a 
global perspective can demonstrate that women’s enrollment in higher education in the Arab 
Gulf is growing more than in countries with emerging markets.  In Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, 
“university enrollment of college-age women exceeds rates in Mexico, China, Brazil, and India” 
(Zahidi, 2018, p. 7).  Additionally, girls score higher than boys in Bahrain and Kuwait on 
international tests like TIMSS.   
Table 2 
Gender Differential (in favor of girls) on TIMSS in 2011 








Bahrain  7 48 23 59 
Kuwait 35 - 53 - 
Saudi 
Arabia 
16 - 48 26 
 
Girls achieve higher test scores on these tests on average internationally, but the differential in 
the Gulf is higher than the rest of the world.  However, in the US and UK, girls on average score 
lower than boys.  
In her book about the gender divides in education in the Arab Gulf, Ridge (2014) outlines 
the history of Gulf countries’ education policies and provides statistics about current outcomes to 
challenge these western narratives of the oppressed Gulf woman.  She notes that Gulf Arab 
women are studying in fields traditionally dominated by men more than other women compared 




college graduated with science degrees, for women in the Arab Gulf, it was 57%, and in the 
world, it was 46%.  In 2008, 75% of female college students in Bahrain and 60% in Kuwait were 
studying science, while in the UK and US it was 36% and 38% respectively.  Ridge (2014) uses 
these statistics and more to show that girls have an educational advantage over boys in the Arab 
Gulf and that women in the Arab Gulf are studying traditionally male dominated fields.   
 While girls score higher on tests and have higher levels of high school graduation and 
university enrollment and graduation in the Arab Gulf, there is a significant gender disparity for 
women in labor market participation (Ridge, 2014).  However, Buttorff, Welborne, and al-
Lawati (2018) argue that the GCC’s reputation for low participation rates for women in the labor 
market is exaggerated because most statistics include foreign workers, the vast majority of which 
are men.  When removing foreign workers from the data, they found that Kuwait has “women 
participating in the workforce at rates on par with the West” (p. 2).  In Kuwait, women make up 
29% of the total labor force, in Bahrain they make up 20%, and in Saudi Arabia they make up 
15%, compared to 43% for all OECD countries and 20% for the MENA region (Buttorff et al., 
2018).   
Cultural barriers contribute to the disparity of women in the labor market in the Arab 
Gulf (Zahidi, 2018), especially in Saudi Arabia (Ridge, 2014).  While girls’ education has been 
culturally celebrated, women in the work place has not been accepted in all parts of the Muslim 
world (Zahidi, 2018).  Zahidi (2018) qualitatively investigated women’s education and labor 
market participation in her book Fifty Million Rising.  She interviewed 200 women in the 
Muslim world about their education, work, and future goals.  She believes that the Western 
world focuses the Gulf’s discriminatory laws, policing of clothing, and honor killings and 
ignores the growing education, employment, and political power of Muslim women.  “Both of 




cities, in the same communities, and sometimes even within the same families” (Zahidi, 2018, p. 
13).  In Saudi Arabia, she found that married women prioritize their husbands’ jobs over their 
own even when their education level is higher than their husbands’, and women feel that they are 
unfairly not considered for leadership positions or promotions.  She also found that many women 
in the Gulf do not culturally (and often financially) need to earn money as men are culturally the 
breadwinners, but the women who do work “mainly do it because they want to accomplish 
something with their lives” (Zahidi, 2018, p. 40).  Zahidi (2018) also interviewed men in Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait who have high hopes for their daughters’ careers.  Because families that will 
not allow their daughters or wives to work (in general, but more commonly in a mixed-gender 
environment) have been a barrier, the attitudes of supportive fathers are a precondition for many 
young women to join the workforce.  Overall, most of the literature on women in the Arab Gulf 
is centered around neoliberal discourses of their participation in the labor market or their 
education as a step towards participation in the labor market.  
Arab Gulf Students in the US 
Research about Arab Gulf students in the US has focused on academic honesty, issues 
with English language and academic writing, and cultural issues, specifically mixed-gender 
environments and women’s veiling.  Most research about Arab Gulf students in the US is 
focused only on Saudi Arabia as it is the most common country of origin for Arab Gulf students 
in the US.  The KSA reached the top ten countries-of-origin for international students in the US 
in 2007.  Ten years later, with more than 61,000 students in the US, the KSA ranked third (after 
China and India) for country-of-origin in 2015-2016, and Saudi Arabians make up 6% of all 
international students in the US (Open Doors, 2017).  About half of these students are enrolled in 
undergraduate programs, around 13,000 are enrolled in graduate programs and about 12,000 are 




are in English language courses and hope to enroll in degree programs after achieving a 
qualifying TOEFL/ILETS score.  More than a quarter of all Saudi Arabian students study 
engineering.  Other fields commonly studied by Saudi Arabian students are: business (17%), 
health (6.3%), and education (3.6%) (Open Doors, 2017).  Arts, humanities, and social sciences 
are not common fields.  Kuwait is the only country with more international students in the US to 
study English language in non-degree programs than degree seeking students.  These two Arab 
Gulf countries are unique among other countries-of-origins because many of their students arrive 
to the US to learn English first rather than to immediately start degree programs (Open Doors, 
2017).  Kuwait is ranked as the 16th most common country-of-origin for international students in 
the US with over 10,000 students.  Bahrain, a country of roughly 1.5 million (CIA World 
Factbook), is not listed in the list of top 25 countries of origin of international students in the US.  
Overall rates of Gulf Arab students in the US are declining.   
Scholarships   
The King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) began in 2005 and included an 
agreement with President George Bush to ease restrictions on visas to Saudi Arabians (Taylor & 
Albasir, 2014).   This scholarship, and the eased visa restrictions that came with it, has been a 
significant factor in the growth of Saudi Arabian international students in the US.  In 2014, 76% 
of Saudi Arabian students in the US were on this scholarship (Taylor & Albasir, 2014, p. 113).  
The scholarship provided full tuition and fees and a living stipend to Saudi Arabian citizens to 
seek undergraduate and graduate degrees from the US in specific fields, including engineering, 
computer science, education, and health.  From 2005 to 2014, more than 207,000 Saudi Arabian 
students used this scholarship to study abroad (Paul, 2016).  Prior to 2016, the scholarship 
covered 12 months for language training to earn a TOEFL/ILETS score high enough to be 




of the qualifications for the scholarship changed, funds were heavily cut, and the focus was 
shifted towards graduate studies (Paul, 2016), but the effects of these changes are not yet 
reflected in the research about Saudi Arabian students in the US.   
 The Kuwait Ministry of Higher Education offers a similar scholarship program to study 
in the US.  In 2018, there were more than 15,000 Kuwaiti students in the US on this government 
scholarship.  Like the KASP, it covers one year of English language study and stipulates specific 
fields of study that are eligible based on Kuwait’s needs (MOHE).  Other Arab Gulf 
governments have similar scholarships, but Bahrain does not.   
Academic Integrity 
Middle Eastern students have a reputation for high rates of violating academic integrity 
policies (Razek, 2014; Razek & Coyner, 2014).  It is impossible to know the demographic 
variables related to students’ violations of these policies because many students will not be 
caught, reported, or recorded in the data, and universities do not often make this information 
public.  Still, Razek (2014) writes that the impetus of his survey of Middle Eastern students’ 
academic integrity violations was “an observed increase of incidents of academic dishonesty 
from Middle Eastern international students” (p. 143) at the university where he was a faculty 
member.  He surveyed Middle Eastern students throughout the US, and the results show that 
Saudi Arabian students report violating academic integrity policies more than average students 
who responded to a national survey.  At Michigan State University, where Saudi Arabia is in the 
top five country-of-origins for international students, international undergraduate students were 
five times more likely to be reported for plagiarism than domestic undergraduate students in 
2009-2011 (Beasley, 2016, p. 58).   
Razek’s (2014) survey of Middle Eastern students’ violations of academic integrity 




unpermitted help on an assignment” (24% is the national average) and 32% reported “getting 
questions or answers from someone who has already taken the test” (15% is the national 
average).  To learn more about Saudi Arabian students’ academic dishonesty behaviors, Razek & 
Coyner (2014) went on to qualitatively investigate the issue through interviews with 13 students.  
He found that students often get outside help from tutors, which the KASP funds.  One 
participant explained how his tutor first helped him with assignments by reading and taking notes 
for him and outlining written assignments for him to complete on his own that the tutor would 
later revise, but eventually, the student said, “I left the whole job for him because I was not able 
to do them at all” (Razek & Coyner, 2014, p. 148).  Other participants also reported having other 
students write essays for them.  Another participant explained that when preparing a research 
paper, he found a similar paper on the internet and copied whole sections from it.  Others 
reported turning in essays that they obtained from other Saudi Arabian students who had already 
completed the same course assignments in the past.  One graduate student explained that “I know 
this is wrong, but this will not influence me when I go back to my country.  I cannot fail here… I 
have to get that degree no matter what.  I do not need what they teach us here as I need the 
degree itself” (Razek & Coyner, 2015, p. 150).  When asked about if she thought this was wrong, 
she said “I am not going to get the job they [the person who helped / wrong the assignment] are 
supposed to get.  I will have my degree and leave to my country” (p. 150).  In her view, because 
her infractions of the academic integrity policies do not take something from someone else, they 
are not important.  The national survey of academic dishonesty behaviors and Razek and 
Coyner’s (2014) research show that Saudi Arabian students admit to violations of academic 
dishonesty; however, other students of different national background or demographics may do so 
at higher levels than they are willing to admit on surveys.  Regardless, Middle Eastern, 




higher education.  
English Language Study 
Many students from the Arab Gulf come to the US to study English language before 
beginning their degree programs.  In 2017, more than 11,000 Saudi Arabian students were in the 
US to student English language, which was a 46% decrease from 2016 when the KASP program 
shrunk.  Despite this drop, the KSA is still the third most common country-of-origin for students 
in English language programs (after China and Japan).  Kuwait is the 7th most common country-
of-origin for students in English language programs with nearly 2,500 students (Open Doors, 
2018).   
Cultural Issues in the Classroom   
American higher education pedagogy and culture may have many differences from Gulf 
Arab countries’ primary, secondary schools and colleges across dimensions.  Students will likely 
experience shifts in classroom pedagogy and power distance between themselves and instructors.  
Saudi Arabian education focuses on rote learning (Alkubaidi, 2014; Blincoe & Garris, 2017; 
Hellmann, 2013), and does not include students sharing their personal opinions about issues 
(Alahmari, 2015; Prokop, 2003).  If students start in an English language program with small 
class sizes that emphasize communication, most classes are student-centered, rote learning will 
be insufficient, and they will be asked to write and talk about their personal experiences and 
opinions, which may be a new experience.  
 While the degree of gender segregation is different across Arab Gulf countries and 
educational contexts, many Gulf students, especially Saudi Arabians, may have never been in a 
mixed-gender classroom or department.  Adjusting to mixed-gender classroom is mentioned in 
some research (Alahmari, 2015; Cole & Ahmadi, 2003; Hellmann, 2013; Marzouk, 2012), but 




explored in depth.  
Discrimination against Arab and Muslim Students in Higher Education   
Discrimination against Muslim students in American higher education is well explored in 
scholarship, which is relevant to Arab Gulf students in the US because the population of the 
region is mostly Muslim.  The KSA is officially 100% Muslim (Long, 2005), Kuwait is 78% 
Muslim, and Bahrain is 70% Muslim (Central Intelligence Agency, 2017).  Gulf Arab students 
who do not consider themselves as Muslims may still be identified as Muslims by others. 
Throughout the literature on Muslim and Arab university student experiences, feelings of 
isolation that resulted from discrimination are a regular topic.  Salaita (2006) explains that “Arab 
students feel isolated because they constantly are anxious about the possibility of hearing 
contemptuous statements about Arabs from other students and professors” (p. 120).   
Some research has explored how wearing hijabs, abayas, or niqabs and stereotypes of 
Muslim women affect female Muslim students on American campuses.  Cole and Ahmadi’s 
(2003) qualitative study of Muslim women who veil at a large Midwestern university found that 
participants reported being feared by others, which caused them to lose interest in engaging with 
new people.  Further, this caused them to withdraw from campus in general, which negatively 
affects their engagement and persistence to graduation (Cole & Ahmadi, 2003).  More recently, 
Yakaboski, Perez-Velez, and Almutairi (2018) found that female Saudi Arabian graduate 
students felt that their hijabs, abayas, or niqabs not only attracted negative attention (e.g. staring, 
being talked about), but they also prevented them from being able to build relationships with 
American students.  Furthermore, Marzouk’s (2012) research about Muslim graduate students in 
the US and their experiences of being stereotyped explores students’ issues with adjusting to 
interactions with men.  One participant said, “When I came here, I was the first covered Muslim 




as was her consistent with her beliefs, created a negative atmosphere towards her from the 
beginning of her studies (Marzouk, 2012, p. 22).  Some of her colleagues and professors may 
have thought that she was not allowed to touch men rather than that she personally did not want 
to touch men, a misunderstanding that could be falsely generalized to other veiled women.  
University students also feel the effects of the discrimination in scholarship, particularly 
in courses where issues of religion, Middle Eastern history, and human rights are topics.  In a 
collection of narratives written by Muslim students at Dartmouth, one wrote, “I have read 
virulent columns by tenured professors at elite universities attacking Islam as intrinsically violent 
and hateful.  I have sat through lectures at Dartmouth at which my religion was derided as a 
dangerous ideology” (Garrod & Kilkenny, 2014, p. 72).  In Salaita’s (2006) research about Arab 
student experiences at American universities, he found that students faced representations of 
Arab barbarity and Arab-ness always presented in its links to terrorism in their courses. The 
focus on Islam in conjunction with violence is persistent in scholarship (Salaita, 2006).  
Specifically, for Saudi Arabian students, in courses about the Middle East or world religions, 
they will likely hear the religion of their country described as “Wahhabi,” a term they may find 
not only factually wrong but derogatory.  If they attempt to critically engage the scholarship they 
disagree with, negative repercussions include, at best, being silenced, and worse, being 
considered ignorant, backwards, and intolerant (Salaita, 2006).  
Isolation and withdrawal from campus life that can result from perceived discrimination 
can affect students’ academics because it may influence them to not reach out for support (e.g. 
tutoring, through meetings with faculty) and to not engage in with their cohorts, which are linked 
to building the academic skills necessary for graduate student success (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 




experience, or engage with others in general when they fear discrimination.  This fear may affect 
their overall experience in their graduate studies and in pursuit of their careers.   
Learning to Write in an Academic Discipline 
Writing is an important aspect of graduate academics for nearly all fields of study.  All 
students, regardless of language backgrounds, education background, or culture must learn to 
write and communicate in their academic discipline.  Berkenkotter and Huckin (1994) argue that 
learning to write in an academic discipline is “similar to second language acquisition, requiring 
immersion into the culture and a lengthy period of apprenticeship and enculturation.” (p. 13).  As 
graduate students learn their discipline, they develop academic literacy. This includes learning 
what kind of evidence is meaningful, what counts as knowledge, understanding the relationship 
between different parts of a text, being able to interpret and create visuals that convey 
information, and more (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Weildman, 2014). Without demonstrating 
an understanding of these aspects of one’s field, even a grammatically correct, organizationally 
sound, and rhetorically elegant paper will not be seen favorably by most faculty, committees, 
journals, and other academic gatekeepers.  Having an understanding of and being able to use 
these aspects of writing in their own work is a part of developing academic literacy (Weildman, 
2014).  Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) argue that much of the learning that contributes to 
academic literacy development comes from interactions with same-field graduate student peers.  
While some may understand this process as an apprentice and master relationship between 
graduate students and their advisors, much more learning occurs between apprentices (same-field 
graduate students) than directly from advisor to graduate student.  
 Hellmann’s (2013) dissertation about Saudi Arabian engineering graduate students’ self-
perceptions of their writing addresses academic literacy development as a sub question.  In her 




and held separate focus groups with Intensive English Program (IEP) instructors and engineering 
faculty to understand participants’ perceptions of Saudi Arabian writers.  She found that student-
participants reported engaging in social networks that help them develop academic literacy with 
classmates while in IEPs but not with classmates in their engineering programs.  Instead, once in 
degree programs, their social support drew mostly from Saudi Arabian students from other 
disciplines.  Thus, they were not a part of networks that would help them engage the discourse of 
in the field of engineering.  In a focus group with an engineering faculty, Hellmann (2013) asked 
participants how graduate engineering students learn how to write in the field of engineering, and 
the “engineering faculty provided [her] with a laundry list of professional organizations, but none 
of the students in the study belonged to any of them” (Hellmann, 2013, p. 145).  The existence of 
organizations does not always lead to participation.  With the participants of Hellmann’s (2013) 
dissertation, engaging with peers within their field did not appear to have an impact on their 
process of learning to write in engineering.   
 Another way to develop academic literacy is through interacting with advisors, and 
Hellmann’s (2013) Saudi Arabian participants reported positive relationships with advisors.  The 
focus group with engineering faculty, however, gave a different impression from the students’ 
perspective.  One participant said that he used to do a lot to help international students integrate 
and be supported, “but not so much these days.  It is extra work to take on international students” 
(Hellmann, 2013, p. 146).  This kind of perception towards non-native English-speaking students 
can greatly impact their progress through their graduate degree programs and limit the 
availability of feedback from scholars in the field.    
Second Language Graduate Writers 
 Research about Non-native English speaking (NNES) graduate students writing in 




(Buell, 2004). Contrastive analysis, interlanguage, contrastive rhetoric, and inter-rhetoric have 
been the dominant frameworks in this research.  Contrastive analysis explores final text products 
for errors that exist because of differences between the writer’s first language and the target 
language.  Interlanguage is concerned with how writers may not erroneously apply rules from the 
first language to the target language, but instead how they develop psycholinguistic processes 
that do not follow their first language nor the target language.  Contrastive rhetoric seeks to 
explain the cultural influences that cause writing to feel non-native even when it is structurally 
correct in terms of syntax and sentence-level structure.  Inter-rhetoric, like interlanguage, is 
concerned with how writers may not follow the rhetorical culture of their first language but do 
not follow conventions of rhetoric in the target language either (Buell, 2004).  
 Writing studies scholars have criticized several aspects of these paradigms.  First, 
contrastive rhetoric’s explanations of second language writers’ divergence from American 
rhetorical norms are often based on students’ final text measured against style guides without 
considering that native English speakers also diverge from style-guide conventions (Beaufort, 
2007).  Considering that rhetorical difference is based on cultural difference also ignores the 
multiple layers of rhetorical conventions, which include organization, types of evidence, and 
genre-specific and discipline-specific rhetorical conventions. Buell (2004) writes that “tying 
rhetorical difference only to ethnic of national culture ignores the diversity of codes operating 
within diverse genres” (p. 102).  Additionally, these paradigms focus deeply on final text 
products rather than considering individual writing processes, so they only show a limited 
perspective of the writing experience.  Furthermore, Prior (1998) argues that these frameworks 
seek to explain second language writers’ texts without acknowledging that native speakers and 
non-native speakers alike must learn to write in their academic discipline, which serves to 




Qualitative research has explored how some NNES students at English language medium 
institutions feel linguistically and culturally peripheral to their native-speaking classmates.  
However, research has found that engaging with NNES classmates can ease this feeling (Hood, 
2015; Samimy, Kim, Lee & Kasai, 2011; Singh, 2017).  Hood’s (2015) longitudinal narrative 
study of Japanese graduate students found that participants felt ill-equipped to interact with their 
professors, advisors, and native English-speaking classmates.  While participants did not 
necessarily interact with peers based on their disciplines, they developed supportive relationships 
with other Japanese students from other disciplines.  Similarly, Samimy et al.’s (2011) 
longitudinal study of how NNES graduate students in a TESOL program learn the discourse of 
their field found that building academic relationships with other NNES graduate students 
allowed them to gain experience with their field’s discourse without feeling marginalized by 
their non-nativeness.  Furthermore, Singh’s (2017) qualitative study of NNES master’s students 
learning to write in their fields at a university in Malaysia has similar findings.  The majority of 
the participants were Arab, including Arab Gulf students.  Singh (2017) found that participants 
reported feeling tangential to their native-speaking classmates, but that their writing strategies 
included informal and formal work with other NNES students who shared their concerns (e.g. 
reading each other’s papers).  Based on the research about NNES international students’ 
experiences with developing disciplinary writing skills, other NNES and co-nationals in other 
departments help provide support and guidance.    
English Language Education in US Higher Education  
 While students from the Arab Gulf may have a variety of educational and language 
learning experiences before arrival in the US, many will continue studying English language in 
the US by beginning their studies in an Intensive English Program (IEP) in order to earn a 




from the Arab Gulf make up 27% of students in IEPs in the US (Open Doors, 2017).  At many 
universities, students with a qualifying TOEFL or ILETS score take English as a second 
language courses depending on English placement tests that are taken upon arrival to campus.   
 Because English language program teachers most often come from education, language 
or linguistics backgrounds and may not have taken a course about teaching writing, they may not 
be the best source of teaching disciplinary writing for students who will earn degrees in other 
fields (Levis & Levis, 2003), which a majority of Gulf Arabs will.  Because English language 
program teachers are more likely to have teaching experience in Asia and Latin America and 
language backgrounds in European or Asian languages, they may not be best able to attend to the 
cultural and linguistic needs of Gulf Arab students.  While many higher education institutions 
look to English language programs and courses to help NNES students learn to write 
academically in English (Hellmann, 2013; Zamel & Spack, 2004), this denies the deep 
differences among genres and disciplines and positions the ability to write as a language skills 
and fluency issue rather than the much more complicated, disciplinary issue that it is.   
Gaps in the Research 
Like most research about second language writers (Buell, 2004), most research about 
Gulf Arab students’ writing in English focuses on the final writing product.  This does not give 
insight into what students do throughout the writing process that shapes its final product and only 
provides a narrow understanding of how students can be better supported throughout their 
writing processes (Buell, 2004).  While some of the research is focused on exploring Arab 
students’ perceptions of writing (Hellmann, 2013; Fageeh, 2003; Zghyer, 2014), they do not 
consider final writing products at all.  Research that combines students’ perspectives on writing, 





 Most of the relevant literature either focuses on or is exclusively about male participants 
and perspectives.  Hellmann’s (2013) study is about Saudi Arabian engineering students, and by 
default all of her participants are men because there were no female engineering students.  The 
focus on male participants can lead the research to overlook important issues specific to women.  
For example, adapting to a mixed-gendered environment, responses to visible symbols of Islam 
(e.g. hijabs), and balancing studies with raising children is likely a bigger issue for women than 
men, so research that only includes men cannot be generalized to women.  Furthermore, much of 
the research about Gulf Arabs in the US written by people from the Arab Gulf is by men (e.g. 
Alahmari, 2015; Fageeh, 2003), so the male perspective dominates on both the participants’ end 
and the researchers’ end.  Furthermore, the existent literature about Gulf Arab women’s 
education takes a neoliberal approach to education by only valuing it to the extent that it can lead 
to their participation in the labor market.  No reviewed literature positioned Gulf Arab women’s 
education as intrinsically valuable or explored their development as scholars in favor of 
considering them as future workers.   
 Much research about international students focuses either on their social lives (Al-
Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Cole & Ahmadi, 2003; Nomnian, 2017; Razek, 2014; Razek & Coyner, 
2014; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Zhang & Dixon, 2003) or their academic lives (Cheng & Fox, 2008; 
Hellmann, 2013; Olivas & Li, 2006; Reichelt & Shucang, 2017; Samimy et al., 2011; Singh, 
2017; Young & Gardner, 1988; Zghyer, 2014) even though the social and academic are tightly 
linked, which is clear when considering Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.  Recent 
research about international student adjustment that uses the ecological systems theory as a 
framework (Bastien et al., 2018; Elliot et al., 2016; Nomnian, 2018) has demonstrated this 
connection, but it has not been widely applied or included in research about Arab students.  




disciplinary academic writing with the notion that all students, regardless of education or 
language backgrounds, must build academic literacy in their fields of study.  In other words, no 
studies about Arab students’ writing issues have started with the idea that all students, not just 
Arab students, may face similar challenges.  Instead, much research on Arab students writing in 
English takes a deficit approach towards them. 
 While issues with English language and writing are common in the literature about 
international students in general and specifically Arab countries, there is little research that seeks 
to understand their issues of academic acculturation in general. The focus on English language 
and writing may leave out other issues that students face adjusting to graduate-level academics in 
the United States and ignores that not all Gulf Arab students find issues with English language 
and writing relevant to their degree programs, which can lead to a perpetuation of the idea that 
















CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
This dissertation is guided by the research questions: 
1.) What are participants’ perceptions of their experiences of academic acculturation in their 
graduate programs?  
a. What light, it any, can the ecological systems theory shed on their experiences of 
academic acculturation? 
b. What role, if any, does English language proficiency have on developing 
academic literacy in their disciplines? 
In order to select the most appropriate research methodology for this study, its broad goals were 
first considered in order to determine the most effective methodology. This study explores the 
experiences of a specific group of people as they adapt to academics at the University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign. These research questions are best explored through use of qualitative 
methodology because personal stories can be used to gain a profound understanding of the 
participants’ perceptions (Creswell, 2007).  Acculturation has been explored quantitatively in 
numerous studies, but few have explored individual participants in depth.  Specifically, the case 
study design allows for a discussion of their experience bounded in a particular location, time, 
and context. This chapter describes this study’s qualitative case study design, researcher 
positionality, a description of the research context, participants, data collection, analysis 
procedures, trustworthiness, and the study’s possible limitations. 
Qualitative Case Study Design 
 The main research question is concerned with participants’ perceptions of their academic 
acculturation.  Chirkov (2009) has criticized previous research about acculturation, arguing that 
it is positivistic and seeks to quantitatively measure culture, which is untenable.  In Chirkov’s 




measures.  91% of studies used scaled surveys or structured interviews with predetermined scales 
that capture the participants’ views at only one moment in time, which, he argues, is not 
appropriate since acculturation is a process.  Only one study used open-ended qualitative 
interviews and an interpretative framework.  He also criticized previous research for being too 
focused on looking for regularities rather than examining people’s experiences.  Chikrov (2009) 
argues that more and different kinds of methodology should be used to investigate issues related 
to acculturation.  He explained:  
We are very narrow minded, thinking only in terms of correlations, predictions through a 
regression analysis and other multivariate statistical techniques.  We are abandoning 
ethnography, participatory observations, qualitative interviewing and many other 
methods of data collection that seem to be crucial for understanding the experience of 
immigrants (Chirkov, 2009, p. 101).   
He suggests multidisciplinary research about acculturation that includes more qualitative 
methods that seek to show participants’ full experiences without being measured against an 
established expectation in order to help deepen our understanding of acculturation.  The 
methodology of this study contributes to research that answers Chirkov’s (2009) call by building 
a more qualitative and holistic understanding of participants’ experiences of academic 
acculturation.  It also responds to Chirkov’s (2009) recommendation to examine acculturation as 
a process because this research was conducted with the same participants throughout a semester; 
therefore, it captures a window of participants’ experiences of acculturation as a fluid process. 
This study uses Creswell’s (2007) features of qualitative research: it takes place in a 
natural setting, uses multiple interactive and humanistic modes of inquiry, a creates holistic 
picture of the person, I provide my background as the researcher and how it has shaped the 




how groups or individuals “make sense of their lives” (Biklin & Casella, 2007, p. 4), which is a 
goal that undergirds these research questions. Furthermore, a qualitative case study design was 
selected because it allows for “an in-depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, activity, 
process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14), which is consistent with the goals 
of this research.  Qualitative case studies help answer “what” questions within a particular 
context when the question under inquiry is not separable from the context in which it occurs 
(Yin, 2009).  The case study design can allow researchers to explore participants’ self-
perceptions, which are what a person believes to be true about his or herself and his or her 
experiences (Baumeister, 1999).  Thus, a qualitative case study design was used because it best 
provides methods that allow for exploration of the areas of inquiry in this research.  All 
procedures were approved by the Human Subject Review Board.   
Researchers Positionality 
Because my position shapes my interpretation of the data, my positionality statement will 
help readers understand how my background and experience affect my interpretation of the data.  
Understanding that “what we call our data are really our own constructions of other people’s 
constructions…” (Geertz, 1973, p. 9), I seek to represent my understanding of the lived realities 
of the participants in their own words as much as possible, but I also must confront my own 
biases in order for that to be possible.    
My goal when deciding to pursue a PhD was to try to improve ESL teachers’ 
understanding of their students, particularly Arab students, to better be able to teach and support 
them.  My path to this goal began as an undergraduate student at the university with the biggest 
population of Saudi Arabian students at that time.  Because I was studying International Studies 
with a focus on the Middle East, earning a minor in TESOL, and was a tutor at the writing 




classmates and as students.  During my teaching practicum at the university’s IEP, most of the 
students that I taught were men from Saudi Arabia.  My supervising teacher warned me about 
their misogyny.  Overall, I found this first teaching experience and the students to be enjoyable 
because they were eager to participate, make jokes, and have fun in the classroom.  While I took 
my supervising teacher’s warnings seriously, I never perceived any misogyny exhibited towards 
me from the students.  I consider myself to be sensitive perceiving misogyny around me now, but 
I may have been less sensitive at that time and thus not noticed or remembered it.   
I also had many Saudi Arabian students as classmates in Arabic language and courses 
about the Middle East.  Saudi Arabian students took these courses to fulfill general education 
requirements because they perceived them to be easy.  In a modern Middle Eastern history 
course, we read the novel The Thief and the Dogs by Naguib Mahrouz.  We spent one part of 
class each week discussing the section of the book that we were supposed to read.  It was clear to 
me (and the professor) that I was the only student who was actually reading the book.  The 
professor even directly asked the class if anyone besides me had read it at all, and no one even 
pretended that they read anything and laughed in response.  I remember asking my Saudi 
Arabian classmates if they could get the book in Arabic to make it easier to read, and they 
laughed at me and said that they don’t read books in English or in Arabic.  I felt bad for the 
professor as he was trying to facilitate a whole-class discussion about a book that only he and I 
were reading.  Despite this one example, my overall experience with Saudi Arabian classmates 
was positive.  They were lively and nice, but I never made substantial friendships with any of 
them, and we rarely discussed matters not relevant to our immediate classroom context.  As far 
as I know, I never had a female Saudi Arabian classmates or students.   
 After teaching English in Madagascar for three years with the Peace Corps, I began my 




as a speaking tutor at the private IEP near campus, and most of the students were from Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait.  I moved in with my friend and her Saudi Arabian boyfriend, and became 
very involved in the Saudi Arabian social community there.  Eventually I moved in with male 
Saudi roommates.  Our house was a vivacious place, regularly full of male Saudi Arabian 
students across disciplines and levels doing their homework and studying together.  There was an 
informal rotation of people cooking, serving food, and cleaning up that allowed those with 
papers to write and exams to study for to work while others took care of things.  While I did not 
consider any of them to be particularly academically inclined (school seemed like a means to an 
end rather than an opportunity for exploration), it was clear that they spent a great deal of time 
working on their studies.  Sometimes they would ask for my help, but mostly I observed those 
with higher English language proficiency spending a lot of their time assisting their less 
proficient friends with understanding English even when it meant ignoring their own work.  
Sometimes what they told their friends was not true.  Sometimes I observed behaviors that I 
would consider to be violations of academic integrity, but mostly I observed a group of people 
working on separate assignments and tasks as a supportive group.  Sometimes I heard them give 
each other advice that I considered to be wrong (e.g. email your professor over and over until 
you get what you want).  Overall, though, I felt that it was a positive and supportive community 
and wished that I could have had a similar environment when I was an undergrad.  
 After teaching at a university in Turkey for a year, I returned to the university where I 
earned my master’s and taught as an adjunct instructor in the English language support classes 
for freshman international students.  I also taught in an IEP at a university in a neighboring town.  
Saudi Arabian students dominated in both programs, and for the first time, I had female Saudi 
Arabian students.  In the IEP, there were many married couples from Saudi Arabia.  I shared an 




colleagues express confusion about the differences between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait and 
generalize the students together, saying that the difference didn’t matter anyways.  My 
colleagues made jokes about the husbands hitting their wives, how they were all cousins, and 
many other harmful and othering stereotypes.  I felt that these attitudes were impacting the 
behaviors towards students in and out of class.  For example, they would discuss which women 
they considered to be only studying because their husbands made them study, and they 
deprioritized giving attention and feedback to these women.  They also complained about the 
gender dynamics and that many of the women were hesitant to work with men.  Many had the 
attitude that the women would just have to get used to working with men because they would 
have to in their degree programs, so forcing them to work with men was, in the long-term, doing 
them a favor.  I could see the logic behind this, but I wondered if it were actually true. 
I could see where they would get these stereotypes and attitudes, but because of my 
personal connection to the Saudi Arabian community, I had insights into their academic culture 
that these other teachers did not have.  While individual students may be lazy and cheat, I had 
enough counter-evidence to not generalize this notion to all Saudi Arabian students.  Still, 
research has shown that they are more likely to be caught for violations of academic integrity 
than students from other countries (Razek, 2014). While I had evidence that they were resistant 
to reading (to put it mildly), I had several students who diligently did all of their reading 
homework and were eager to discuss readings.  While I had evidence that they may plagiarize 
other students’ work, I had students who worked independently at a great social cost as they 
would be perceived as unwelcoming and stingy, two things that are very taboo in Saudi Arabian 
culture.  While some female students were very nervous about being forced to work with male 
students, others did not care at all.  In general, though, I perceived that my Saudi Arabian friends, 




When beginning the dissertation process, I did not intend to defend Gulf Arab students or 
to prove these stereotypes wrong.  Instead, I was benefitted by insights into seeing the diversity 
of students from the region and wanted to tell their stories to my English language teaching 
peers.  I feel that the women in particular are misunderstood and stereotyped as agentless victims 
of their societies, and that hearing their stories could help instructors be less dismissive of their 
aspirations and be less othering toward them.  It is my position that this population of students is 
harshly stereotyped in unproductive ways, but by hearing the stories behind the stereotypes, 
English language instructors and other educational stakeholders can better understand the 
diversity of perception and experiences of women from this region.  Early on in my dissertation 
process, I met with Dr. Paul Prior, from UIUC’s English Department, who used to teach English 
in Saudi Arabia.  We were talking about disciplinary differences in writing conventions, and he 
told me that the further we are away from a discipline, the more unified and singular their 
conventions seem.  As we come closer to it, we start to see the cracks.  This idea rings true for 
me for groups of people as well.  At the beginning of my dissertation process, I could see the 
cracks in the seemingly unified culture of women from Arab Gulf, but as I moved in closer by 
collecting and analyzing the data for this dissertation, the cracks gave way to chasms.  In the 
final section of this dissertation, I include my reflections as a researcher on this study. 
Research Context 
University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign (UIUC) 
Founded in 1876, UIUC is a large, land-grant, flagship state university in the Midwestern 
United States.  Currently UIUC has more than 47,000 students, almost 12,000 of which are 
graduate students.  For the 2017-2018 academic year, UIUC had the second highest international 
student population of all public institutions and fifth highest among private and public 




#14 public university and #52 university overall.  According to the Institute for Higher Education 
at Shanghai Jiao Tong University, which ranks universities world-wide, UIUC was rated 37th 
best university in the world.  UIUC’s graduate programs in Accounting, Library Sciences, Civil 
Engineering, and other programs are ranked in the top 5 programs in the US.  In fall of 2016, 
UIUC’s faculty had more than 2,700 members, about 1,900 of which had tenure or were on 
tenure track (University of Illinois, 2018).   
In fall of 2017, more than 9,000 of UIUC’s international students came from Asia, and 
362 came from the Middle East, 97 of which were women.  There were three students from 
Bahrain in the 2017-2018 school year, two male undergraduates, and one female master’s 
student.  There were 6 students from Kuwait, four male doctoral students, and two female 
master’s students.  There were 40 students from Saudi Arabia, one female and seven male 
undergraduates, 10 male doctoral students, and eight female and 14 male master’s students 
(ISSS, 2017). Contexts for specific participants’ programs of study are presented in their 
respective story sections.   
UIUC does not have an IEP for non-degree seeking students.  Instead, the Intensive 
English Language Institute (IEI) is an independent program that is located near campus.  IEI 
students often have the goal of learning English well enough to earn an ILETS or TOEFL score 
that will gain them admission to UIUC or degree programs at other institutions.  Other students 
may study at the IEI because they are spouses or accompanying family members of UIUC 
students, post-docs, faculty, etc. Most teachers at the IEI have an MA in TESL, while other 
teachers have bachelor’s degrees in Linguistics.  All but one of the teachers have taught abroad 
in either Asia or Latin America.  The biographies of teachers at other land-grant / flagship state / 
Big 10 universities, the IEI’s teaching staff is similar to other IEP’s teaching staff in terms of 




UIUC’s Department of Linguistics holds English language writing and speaking courses 
that students are required to take based on results of their English placement tests.  Students 
either place out of required writing classes or place into one course or a two-course sequence. 
There are two tracks for the writing courses, the academic track (ESL 511 & 512 or 515) or the 
business track (ESL 521 & 522 or 522).  Writing courses prepare students to write in their 
graduate programs by teaching strategies for avoiding plagiarism, paraphrasing and 
summarizing, analyzing and critiquing research, and writing academic essays.  The focus of the 
academic track is on research-based writing skills, while the focus of the business track is on 
writing for business courses and building professional communication skills.  The business track 
is recommended for students in professional graduate programs, and the academic track is 
recommended for PhD students and anyone whose long-term goals include research (Department 
of Linguistics).  NNES students who earn high ILETS/TOEFL scores are exempt from the 
English language placement test.  
Several events that took place at UIUC during spring 2018 are important to 
understanding the context of this case study.  The Graduate Employee Organization was on 
strike for two weeks from late-February until early-March.  During this time, many teaching and 
graduate assistants abstained from working in their positions and picketed campus buildings and 
attended rallies (GEO).  Additionally, each year on a Friday a week or two before spring break, 
many students take part in what they call “Unofficial” (meaning unofficial St Patrick’s Day) 
because St Patrick’s Day falls during the university’s spring break.  On this day, many students 
drink at house parties and campus bars starting early in the morning and late into the night 
(University of Illinois Archives, 2014). UIUC’s former mascot, Chief Illiniwek, is another aspect 
of UIUC’s campus that was relevant in spring semester 2018.  The former mascot is a depiction 




chant” associated with it was not banned until the spring 2018 semester.  Still, the symbol of “the 
chief” is sold on unofficial university clothes, and unofficial sports fans attend events dressed as 
the former mascot.  In fall 2017, protesters against the continued chief imagery stopped the 
university’s homecoming parade.  In spring 2018, anti-chief protesters demonstrated at the 
university’s basketball stadium.  The tension between university policies, fans who 
independently maintain traditions related to the former mascot, and protesters continued 
throughout the spring 2018 semester (Ryan, 2018).  
Urbana-Champaign Metro Area   
UIUC is located in Urbana-Champaign in east-central Illinois, 140 miles south of 
Chicago.  Urbana-Champaign’s metro area has a population of about 236,000 residents and is 
surrounded mostly by rural farmed land.  About 93% of residents are US citizens.  72% are 
white, 11% are black, 9% are Asian, and 5% are Hispanic.  Spanish is the most spoken language 
in the metro area after English, followed by Chinese and Korean (Data USA, 2018).  Politically, 
the Urbana-Champaign metro area votes democratic, while all the surrounding areas vote 
republican.  According to the New York Times’s 2016 presidential election map, in most parts of 
the metro area, between 65-90% of people voted for Hilary Clinton, while in most areas just a 
mile or two away from the center of campus, 60% or more people voted for Donald Trump 
(Bloch, Buchanan, Katz, & Quealy, 2018).  
American Political Context 
Before and during the data collection time period, several American political events took 
place that are necessary to understand the political context relevant to the participants in this 
study.  First, immigration and visa policies and how they are implemented were changed before, 
during, and after the collection of data for this research. President Donald Trump signed an 




one year before data collection began.  This sparked protests at airports across the country, 
including Willard Airport in Urbana-Champaign, where about 600 people marched around the 
airport and chanted slogans like “no ban, no wall, no hate” (Bossert, 2017). The original 
executive order was struck down for being discriminatory, and a second similar order was signed 
in March 2017, which was also later struck down in federal court.  A third executive order 
banning migration from Iran, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, North Korea, and Venezuela was 
upheld by the Supreme Court in June 2018 (ACLU, 2018). Additionally, American visa services 
to Turkey, a top 10 country of origin for UIUC international students, to the US were temporarily 
stopped in fall 2017 but resumed in winter 2017 (Toksabay & Gumrukcu, 2017). These political 
events can contribute to an environment where Muslim international students fear that their 
status in the US and their ability to travel home and return to the US or have their relatives visit 
them in the US can quickly change based on political events beyond their control.   
Global Context  
Several global events that took place during the data collection could have affected the 
lives of participants and the perceptions others have of their countries, cultures, and religions. 
The decline in the political relationship between Canada and Saudi Arabia has affected Saudi 
Arabian students studying in Canada.  In summer 2018, Saudi Arabia suspended all government 
scholarships for their students in Canada after the Canadian government criticized Saudi 
Arabia’s imprisonment of human rights activists.  The more than 7000 Saudi Arabian students in 
Canada on government scholarships were recalled to Saudi Arabia.  In response, several US 
institutions offered to streamline admission processes for the displaced students.  At the time of 
writing, American relations with Saudi Arabia are tense in response to the murder of American 
resident journalist Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul, but there is no 




may feel that any change in that relationship could upend their studies in the US.   
The rights of Saudi Arabian women were covered in American and global news during 
the time of research.  Saudi Arabia was globally infamous for being the only country in the world 
to not allow women to drive, but that changed, at least officially, on June 25, 2018.  Despite the 
lift on the ban and celebrations, several female activists are still imprisoned for driving before the 
ban (Bloch & Werback, 2018). This change put Saudi Arabia, and the rights of women there, in 
top news globally.  A month after the lift of the driving ban, NPR reported on the story of an 
international student from Saudi Arabia who is challenging Saudi Arabia’s guardianship laws.  
Under these laws, women cannot enroll in school or travel abroad without the permission of a 
male guardian (usually a father, older brother, or husband).  The woman discussed in the article 
received a message from the Saudi Arabian embassy telling her that her father revoked his 
permission for her to study in the US, and she was ordered to return to Saudi Arabia (Amos, 
2018).  While these issues all involve only Saudi Arabia, other Arab Gulf students may be 
generalized by outsiders to be the same as Saudi Arabian.  All of these layers of the context are 
factors in participants’ perceptions and experiences, and thus this research is not generalizable to 
other contexts, populations, and times.  
Research Participants 
Criteria and Recruitment of Student Participants   
Participant criteria required that all student participants (hereafter referred to as 
participant; non-student participants will be modified) be female international graduate students 
from and educated in Arab Gulf countries who self-identify as NNSE.  Based on ISSS’s Fall 
2017 report and the information provided by participants, all but two of the eligible students on 
campus participated in this study.  I recruited the participants initially through existing contacts 




following chart presents basic demographic information about the six participants. The names 
are pseudonyms, some of which were selected by the participant and some of which were 
assigned by me at the request of the participant. Details about pseudonym selection will be 
provided in chapter 4.  
Table 3 
Participants’ Basic Information  
Name Country Field, Level Time in the 
US / Time 








Noor Bahrain Linguistics, 
MA (plans for 
PhD) 







Amal Kuwait TESOL, MA 
(admitted for 
PhD) 






















Nutrition, PhD 1.5 years /  
1 semester  
BA & MA in 
Nutrition 







Nadia Kuwait Architecture, 
MA 




from Kuwait  


















In order to triangulate the data collected from the participants, in the Summer 2018 




teaching assistants from one participant’s program and an ESL instructor named by multiple 
participants as a key contributor to their development of academic literacy accepted my request.  
These interviews provide triangulation for the perceptions of the participants.  
Data Collection 
The data for this dissertation was collected from several sources: semi-structured 
interviews with participants, observations of participants (e.g. while working or presenting 
academic work, socializing, or both), written work from participants’ courses and thesis, 
researcher’s notes, and semi-structured interviews with relevant instructors during Spring and 
Summer 2018 semesters.   
I met with each participant at least four times and as many as 10 or more times 
throughout the Spring 2018 semester and into Summer 2018 for some participants as needed and 
available.  I discussed at minimum the following topics with each participant: their personal 
backgrounds, their campus integration, their academic experience, and their writing in their 
academic programs at UIUC.  Subsequent meetings depended on the issues raised in these 
conversations and the extent to which they were interested in and able to invite me into their 
lives.  Thus, after the initial four meetings, each subsequent meeting was individualized.  Most 
meetings took place in the library or campus cafes, while others took place in participants’ 
homes, local restaurants, or in their offices.  Interviews were conducted in English with 
occasional use of Arabic, mostly by me with the purpose of establishing rapport. I asked each 
participant for a selection of their previous writing and also drafts of papers they were working 
on throughout the semester.  I also had the opportunity to observe some participants in 
individualized contexts.  Thick description of these interviews and observations is included in the 





Table 4  
Data Sources by Participant 
Name Hours of 
Interviews 
Text Other 
Noor 9.5 Four course papers, one of 
which is first draft of thesis 
proposal 
Teaching & social observations (at 
dinner party, out in town) 
Amal 13.25 Thesis proposal, all drafts of 
thesis development, including 
notes & feedback 
Thesis defense & social 
observations (at dinner party, out 
in town), home observation, text 
messages (writing questions) 
Fiona 6.75 Four short (1-5 page) 
assignments (multiple drafts), 
writing related to her volunteer 
research project 
Lab observations (including with 
advisor), social observations 
(cinema, restaurants) 
Jamilah 4 Selection of one-page written 
assignments & quizzes from 
IEI 
n/a 
Nadia 4.25 n/a Images of designs for contests and 
coursework 
Sema 7.5 Three course papers, multiple 
drafts of one 
Social observations (cinema, 
restaurants, with her father) 
 
Data Collection: Instructors 
I conducted semi-structured interviews with instructors in their offices in order to hear 
their perspectives about issues raised by the participants.   
Data Analysis 
 Data analysis occurred throughout the data collection phase, including writing analytical 
notes, preparing questions for interviews, reviewing notes from previous interviews, and during 
transcription.  After transcribing all interviews, I compiled transcripts, my notes, and texts from 
each participant.  I read through each participant’s data individually and considered all the data 
for each participant in whole but individually and then reflected on the data for all participants 
holistically, looking for consistent general ideas as recommended by Creswell (2014).   




I transcribed interview data personally.  I transcribed the participants’ words exactly as 
they spoke them, including grammatical errors.  The data presented throughout this dissertation 
is as it was spoken by the participants with minimal clarifications, which occur in brackets in the 
presentation of the data (e.g. if a participant said “I liked it better there,” I replaced “there” with 
the specific location to which they referred, “I liked it better [in California]”).    
After individual and holistic readings of data, I coded interview transcripts first with 
deductive and then inductive coding as recommended by Saldaña (2013).  Deductive coding was 
based on my working research questions and themes from previous research (e.g. English 
language proficiency, social connections, discrimination, help-seeking behaviors, etc.).  After 
coding with deductive codes, I inductively coded the interviews following Tesch’s eight steps of 
the emergent coding process as described in Creswell (2014). In order to develop inductive 
codes, I again read all of the data holistically.  Then, I returned to individual data sources and 
read them while asking myself the question “what is this about?” and took notes about my 
answer in the margins.  After doing this for multiple data sources, I made a list of all of the topics 
that I noted to answer the question “what is this about?” and organized consistent topics together, 
in order to develop what Saldaña (2013) calls “first cycle” coding.  After making this list, I 
returned to the data to write the preliminary deductive and inductive codes from the list in the 
margins while looking for other themes or topics that have been left out of the preliminary list 
and added these new codes to the list, in order to develop what Saldaña (2013) calls “second 
cycle” coding.  During this process, I found themes that were not often discussed in the reviewed 
literature (e.g. funding source).   
Next, I brought together data with the same codes into a document and analyzed the data 
from multiple participants within the code.  In some cases, I started with very broad codes that 




broken down into more precise ones, e.g. ‘time management’). At this point, I assessed my 
coding scheme for inter-rater reliability with another College of Education PhD candidate and a 
recent PhD in EPOL graduate.  After assessing inter-rater reliability, I eliminated a code for 
‘language ideology’ because it was inconsistently applied and all data that was coded under this 
code was also coded with a different code.  The code ‘cultural issues’ was also inconsistently 
applied and commonly cross coded with either ‘discrimination’ or ‘social life’ and thus was 
eliminated.  Because this coding process is iterative, I cycled through these steps multiple times 
to develop my final codes.  Between iterations of code development, I cycled between coding on 
paper and coding in QDA Miner.  Once the codes were finalized, I applied them to the data in 
QDA Miner, and I used its data analysis tools to continue to think about the data, including 
frequency of codes and cross-codes and comparisons among participants.  Just as preliminary 
analysis of data occurred all through the data collection phase, it also continued through the 
writing phase. 
Data Analysis of Participants’ Texts 
Participants’ texts serve to triangulate the data interview data.  After establishing the final 
coding scheme, I returned to their written work to consider the relationship between their 
perspectives of their writing and the drafts and final products.    
Data Analysis of Observations  
 Observations of participants also serve to triangulate interview data.  I used the coding 
scheme to find aspects of the observations that could further demonstrate or complicate what 
participants expressed in interviews.  
Data Analysis of Instructor Interviews 
Interviews with instructors were analyzed specifically based on what and the extent to 




participants’ perspectives.  
Research Evolution 
I started collecting data with the purpose of developing a holistic view of students’ 
experiences, though I knew that I was interested in their experiences with writing and their 
written work.  The degree to which writing were relevant to participants varied based on their 
disciplines.  About halfway through the data collection period, I realized that issues with writing 
were not central the stories that most participants were telling me about their experiences in their 
programs, so I shifted my focus to be broader.  Ultimately, the unifying phenomenon for all 
participants was the experience of acculturation to their programs, which encompassed a variety 
of issues beyond language proficiency and writing and were highly individualized.    
Use of Theory 
Throughout the data analysis phase, I returned to previous literature, including similar 
empirical studies and relevant social and human development theories.  Based on my codes and 
working themes after the first round of coding, I determined that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory was relevant to conceptualizing participants’ perceptions of their experiences and 
considering how they could be better supported.  I returned to my codes with the layers of the 
ecological system and saw that most of the codes fit into one of the layers of the system and that 
it would be a useful conceptual tool for analyzing and discussing participants’ experiences.  
Trustworthiness 
Guba (1981) described the four components that build trustworthiness in qualitative 
research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  Credibility can be built 
through triangulation of data, which this study does by using observations, participants’ texts, 
and interviews with instructors to confirm or add complexity to interview data.  Transferability 




meetings with participants, context of participants’ backgrounds, current programs, the 
university and community as a whole, and the current sociopolitical environment.  This gives 
readers an understanding of what might be transferable from this study to different layers of the 
contexts.  Dependability was built through research memos about decisions made throughout the 
research process, including topic choice, study design, data analysis, and more.  Confirmability 
was built through first acknowledging my own bias as a researcher and clarifying my position to 
readers.  Throughout the data collection, I kept notes of what surprised me and continually 
examined the list of things that surprised me to help me consider aspects of my bias that were not 
clear to me at the beginning of the data collection process.   
I also used peer debriefing to minimize the effect of researcher bias.  Throughout the 
process of designing research questions, methodology, data collection, data analysis, and writing, 
I peer debriefed with two of my College of Education PhD student colleagues and kept notes 
about our conversations.  One is a Curriculum and Instruction student and fellow ESOL teacher 
who has a similar background teaching Arab students, and the other is a recent PhD graduate in 
EPOL who specializes in the experiences of Korean international students and was herself an 
international graduate student at UIUC.  As mentioned, they also applied my coding scheme after 
the first two rounds of coding to test for inter-rater reliability.  Consulting with peers allowed me 
to consider and mitigate my bias.  
Member checking, confirming points of analysis with participants (Creswell, 2007), was 
also used to allow participants to give insights and updates about what they have said and my 
interpretation of it.  In all final interviews, I discussed my preliminary analysis of their academic 
issues and processes of academic acculturation and asked them to respond to my initial analysis.  
Conclusion 




individual participants’ perceptions in depth and across a semester to best explore acculturation 
as a process.  It responds to calls for more quantitative research of acculturation that does not 
measure participants’ experiences against a norm established through positivistic research.  
Instead, it took a wide view of participants’ background, experiences, and hopes to provide a 























CHAPTER 4: PARTICIPANTS’ STORIES 
 In this chapter, I will tell the participants’ stories, drawing on their own words as much as 
possible.  First, I will share Noor and Amal’s perspectives of their experiences in the Linguistics 
Department, followed by Fiona and Jamilah’s experiences in the Food Science and Human 
Nutrition program, Nadia’s experiences in the Architecture Department, and finally, Sema’s 
experience in the Master of Science in Policy Economics.  Each person’s story starts with a 
salient quote about their academic experience, followed with an anecdote on where we met, their 
department’s context, their story, a discussion of the written work that they gave me, and finally 
individualized discussion sections.  Then, interview data from interviews with teaching assistants 
from the Master of Science in Policy Economics and an instructor in the English for Speakers of 
Other Languages programs will build other perspectives of participants stories.  Finally, a 
selection of my researcher’s memos will show how others in the field perceive this topic.  
Department of Linguistics: Noor and Amal 
“No one ever really gave me a list of things that I should know.” -Noor 
Noor 
When I began my dissertation planning, nearly everyone I talked to about my potential 
research told me that I need to make sure that I talk to Noor, the only Bahraini graduate student 
on campus.  She was identified to me by my friend who teaches in the Arabic language program, 
a classmate in my program, a postdoc in the Chemistry Department, and others.  In fact, all of 
my Arab friends knew her and said that she was very social and should know everyone else who 
could participate in my study.  I got her number from a friend and texted her to see if she would 
be interested in meeting to discuss my research and her potential participation.  She responded 
several days later and gave me a time and location to meet her.  As she was arriving to our 




understand from their conversation in Arabic they had recently met at a game night hosted by the 
Arab Student Association.  When she finished chatting with him, she sat down, and we 
introduced ourselves.  She was tall, lean, wearing a red sweater with shoulder cutouts, a beret, 
and hipster glasses with black plastic frames.  She apologized for being held up by their 
conversation, and I told her that I wasn’t surprised based on her reputation for being very social.  
She said, “Social? Yeah, I mean, I have to have my life!” 
Department Context: Linguistics 
 In order to understand Noor’s experience in her program, its context must be explored.  
UIUC’s Linguistics Department is in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences.  The department 
offers several graduate programs and certificates, including a Master of Arts and a PhD in 
Linguistics and the Master of Arts in Teaching English as a Second Language (MATESL).  The 
Master of Arts in Linguistics “is designed around a set of ‘core’ courses, to provide students with 
a well rounded perspective on the field” (MA in Linguistics).  These core courses are syntax, 
phonology, introduction to psycholinguistics, and sociolinguistics.  Students must take a second 
course in either syntax or phonology, a course in semantics or pragmatics, and four elective 
courses.  Near the end of the MA program, students who want to earn a PhD in Linguistics at 
UIUC must write a qualifying exam and defend it to their committee.  Non-PhD track students 
write a thesis to be evaluated by their advisor and an additional faculty member.  The MATESL 
program requires students take 40 credit hours of courses.  Their course options include the same 
classes required of Linguistics students, but they have further options like Theoretical 
Foundations of Second Language Acquisition (SLA).  MATESL students can choose between a 
comprehensive exam or write a thesis. Detailed requirements and check lists for the thesis option 




 According to UIUC’s Graduate Education Dashboard, 83 % of the Linguistics 
Department’s master’s students are internally financially supported, with 72 % holding teaching 
assistantships, 12 % with fellowships, and 12 % with research assistantships.  The department’s 
master’s programs have a 39 % acceptance rate, and the PhD in Linguistics has a 2 % acceptance 
rate.  45% of master’s students are international, and 74 % are female.  All data is averaged 
based on statistics from 2012-2016.  
 The department’s website highlights the awards received by their students and faculty, 
and student stories of studying and working abroad through the department’s programs.  They 
also post information for the department’s various reading groups (e.g. Language and Society 
Discussion Group).  The department is ranked in the top 50 Linguistics departments in the world 
(Illinois International, 2017).   
Noor 
 Noor selected her pseudonym because she feels that it is beautiful and could only imagine 
herself with an Arabic name.  Noor is a Fulbright scholar and a was in her second semester the 
Masters in Linguistics program when data collection began, and she teaches two sections of 
Arabic language.  She is from a middle-class family in Manama, the capital of and biggest city in 
the small island country of Bahrain.  She is the oldest of four siblings.  When I asked her about 
her siblings, she said, “we are a diverse bunch academically, so my parents had to learn 
something new every day.”  She struggles with math while her brother struggles academically in 
general, and her sisters struggle with behavior in school.  Her father is a retired bank manager, 
and her mom is a stay-at-home-mom and earned a bachelor’s degree, but Noor didn’t know what 
her degree was in.   
 When discussing her education background, Noor had a lot to say about her identity as a 




as the basis for her formal research interests and personal social queries about Bahrain.  In 
Bahrain’s public schools, she explained, all the courses are in Arabic except English language 
courses.  Private schools, however, most often have English as the language of instruction.  
According to Noor, this results in a clear divide between public school students, who can read 
and write in formal Arabic but lack English skills, and private school students, who have high 
English proficiency but do not know formal Arabic.  I asked her to explain her public-school 
English language curriculum, and she started, “it stays pretty basic.  I was socially a little bit 
more westernized, so I was always chatting in English [with private school students] and learned 
outside of class. I made a lot of mistakes, and that’s the best way of learning.”   
Her English classes, she explained, “never really got to speaking.  Everything was 
repetitive.”  She told me that her biggest issue was getting started learning the letters and that she 
always made a lot of mistakes about where the letters were not connected to each other.  She 
attributed this problem to Arabic language interference because all the letters are connected.  She 
remembered doing a lot of grammar and conjugation drills but never being taught what each verb 
tense actually indicated or when to use it.  In high school, they read different types of texts and 
took quizzes about them.  They memorized templates for structures in different kinds of writing.  
All of their other classes were delivered in Arabic, and she took many courses on reading and 
writing Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).  In contrast, Noor explained that private school kids, 
who learn all subjects in English and in mixed-gendered classes, often end up as “chicken 
nuggets” (brown on the outside, white on the inside, and overall Americanized).  Because they 
never study MSA, they only know Bahraini informal spoken Arabic.  For Noor, this was not only 
an answer to my question about her English language education background but rather an 




 Noor wanted to study abroad for college, but her parents did not want her to unless she 
was going to study medicine, which was out of the question for her.  “It wasn’t ‘a thing’ for my 
family to allow me to go abroad,” she said with air quotes.  She felt that by staying in Bahrain for 
college, she was missing something out there in the rest of the world.  Her undergraduate 
program in Linguistics at the University of Bahrain, the flagship university in the country, did 
not challenge her, “so I knew I wanted more.”  After graduating, Noor took an office job as a 
translator for a marketing company, translating ad copy from English to Arabic.  “See, public 
school was important for me.  I wouldn’t know Arabic if I went to private school.”  While she 
loves translating, she hated her office job.  “I gained a lot of weight,” she said.  Noor started 
exploring options to study overseas again and did not share her intentions and the steps she was 
taking towards them with her family.   
 She applied for a Fulbright grant to study in the US, which is a popular program there.  
Bahrain has the most Fulbright opportunities per capita of any country, she told me.  Even 
though the application process was long, Noor did not tell her family about applying until she 
had already received her acceptance.  Her mom was scared but pretended to be excited for her.  
In their words and actions, they were supportive, but she believes that they are not happy with 
her decision to live outside of Bahrain.   
 On the way out of the café where we met, Noor ran into two more guys who she knew 
and started chatting with them and said goodbye to me, indicating that she was going to stay with 
them and not walk out with me.  I left our meeting feeling struck by her English proficiency 
despite having never lived in or even having traveled outside the Middle East and most of her 
education being delivered in Arabic.  Not only was everything she said grammatically correct, 
she used colorful idioms and slang and made connections to popular media.  Of her own English 




Water and everyone was laughing, and I don’t know why, maybe something cultural, but it’s still 
frustrating.”   
 Throughout the semester, getting a hold of Noor was difficult.  I would text her, and she 
wouldn’t respond for days and then would apologize and tell me she’s busy with school.  I would 
text her again, and she would agree to meet, usually show up late and immediately talk about 
how busy she was.  When I wanted to wrap up a meeting, I would summarize what we talked 
about, and she would start into another monologue about something related to our discussion that 
she hadn’t mentioned yet.  Most of our meetings were at least two hours long, and she kept her 
stories and answers going as we walked out of the café and until we parted ways.  I ran into her 
out and about several times, often after I had texted her, but she had not yet responded.  For 
example, I saw her at international night at the Soma Ultralounge dance club, and she waved and 
told me that she knows that she owes me a text.  In our last meeting, Noor apologized for 
“making [me] chase her,” and she knew that she should have made better “research karma” for 
herself as she’s moving towards her first research project.  Noor was social, busy, late to respond 
to texts, but she also always showed up to her meetings with me ready to share all of the details 
of her experiences and ideas about anything and everything. 
 In our second meeting, we discussed her involvement with UIUC’s campus and the 
community and her ideas about stereotypes about the Arab Gulf.  Her closest friend is an office 
mate from Iran who teaches Persian language and is a PhD student in Linguistics.  Through her, 
Noor is very connected to the Persian community at UIUC, which is much bigger than the Arab 
community.  She decided to rent an apartment in the same building as her for her second year.  
She is also active in several Registered Student Organizations, including: the Muslim Student 
Association (“I’m not interested in that they are Muslim, but we have some cultural things that 




Association. She is also a member of a Linguistics reading group, and has a circle of Arab 
friends outside of Linguistics.  She has met some Saudi Arabians but doesn’t “have their phone 
numbers or anything.”  Mostly she socializes with Iranians. When I asked her what she did the 
previous weekend, she said, “last weekend was insane.”  On Friday, she went dancing with her 
Iranian friends, and then went to someone’s house and played Uno and Bananagrams.  On 
Saturday, she went to karaoke at a campus town bar, walked around town, and went to Merry-
Ann’s Diner (“it was disgusting”).  Sunday, as always, was her “finish everything that you 
neglected for the last two days day.”   
 As with all the participants, I asked Noor a series of questions to explore how integrated 
she is with the campus.  When I asked her about her ideas about the Chief Illiniwek mascot she 
said “I’ve heard things.  I don’t know enough to have a strong opinion, but I know that it’s 
offensive and that it’s not officially a part of the university.”  This meeting occurred a few days 
before the scheduled start of the GEO strike, and she was well informed on the situation and 
arguments for and against it.  She explained: 
I really like being politically integrated, and just coming here, you’re part of the less 
informed, and I don’t like that.  I’m definitely participating because I don’t want to be 
that person who doesn’t.  I would participate anyways, but I am wondering if I am really 
a part of this.  For me, it wasn’t an easy decision. I have a J1 visa!  I heard that people 
would shame me if I taught, and I want to support the cause, but I am on Fulbright. 
 
I also asked her about her thoughts on Unofficial, which had not happened yet, and she said, 
“isn’t it enough for these kids just to drink at night?”  
 We also discussed her ideas about how Americans and other international students 
perceive her country.  Noor’s biggest frustration with people’s misconceptions about her and 
where she comes from is that everyone is wealthy.  “People ask me ‘Are you rich?’ ‘Does your 
dad give you a million dollars a month?’” She went on, “The rich thing really gets on my nerves, 




grocery shopping with an American acquaintance who accused her of being rich because she 
bought Ben and Jerry’s ice cream instead of a cheaper option (“Why am I going to pay one dollar 
less to enjoy something half as much? It doesn’t mean I’m rich, I just know what is good.”).   
 I asked her to give me an example of a good question that someone has asked her about 
Bahrain, and she said: 
Anything is a good question if they’re really gonna listen to my answer. Like if you’re 
gonna ask me if I’m rich and then not listen to my answer and tell me that I’m wrong – 
it’s ok to have that stereotype, but if I tell you it’s not true, don’t look at me in disbelief. 
Why do I even bother answering? 
 
Her favorite question that she’s been asked was what she misses most from Bahrain.  “I like this 
question because it acknowledges that there is something to miss at home.”   
 Throughout our conversation about others’ perceptions of Bahrain, the issue of being rich 
was constant, but she went deeper to explain foreigners’ perceptions of liberalism and 
progressivism (or lack thereof) in Bahrain.  She doesn’t like how western people criticize 
Bahrain, and explained: 
We may not be where Americans are for many things, but we have our own background, 
politics, history, and being progressive maybe isn’t the best goal right now, and we don’t 
need to measure ourselves against the US.  For example, some of us cover [our hair] and 
some of us don’t.  Hair being covered back home is not a horrendous sight, and I would 
fight for any woman’s right to cover or not cover… I wish that people here could know 
that I cover my hair at home without them taking that and running with that and thinking 
that means she’s liberated here and oppressed at home.  I wish I had more freedom to talk 
about these things without them making assumptions. 
 
Noor went on to explain a specific instance where she felt this sense that Americans were 
judging her personal choices based on their perceived backwardness of country.  She said that 
she would never wear a bikini because she wouldn’t be comfortable.  An American girl said that 
it was because of where Noor is from and that she was conditioned to think like that and could 
free herself from it.  I responded, “Oh ok, so my choice as an American woman to not wear a 




the society where you’re from?”  She said “Exactly! It’s not that I am me, it’s that I am from 
Bahrain.  I hate not being able to defend myself because I’m used to being outspoken, but the 
more you try to defend yourself, the more you are guilty.” 
 An American guy asked her why any western person would want to work in Bahrain or 
Dubai, and she was very offended by that.  He went on to say that the only Middle Eastern 
countries he would want to visit were Turkey and Israel.  “That really pissed me off.”  Then they 
went to go get bagels, and she told him that she had never had one before, and he asked her 
“Why, because they’re Jewish?” and her offense grew even more.  She said: 
He can’t see past that I’m Arab and raised Muslim.  He’s not a mean person, but these are 
just things that he says.  I wish people would know that it’s just a country, you go there, 
you live there, you go to the mall.  It’s not primitive or weird to live there.  There is some 
just some adjusting to living there, unless it really hurts your eyes to see women covering 
their hair, in which case you should just stay here.  
  
While Noor has many American acquaintances, her close social network is mostly Iranian or 
Arab. 
 The next time I saw Noor, it was at a dinner party during spring break hosted by Amal 
(another student from the Linguistics Department whose story will be told after Noor’s).  Amal 
told everyone not to bring any food, but everyone did except Noor, who showed up 30 minutes 
late.  Amal asked if everyone was ready to eat, and Noor said that she wasn’t hungry because she 
stopped for chicken nuggets from Burger King on the way over, so we should wait to eat, and we 
did.  Noor complained that it was hot in the apartment.  No one agreed, but she turned down the 
heat.  Eventually we ate, and after dinner, we played games.  Throughout the evening, the 
conversation was based mainly around being graduate students and teaching language (everyone 
there was a graduate student in MATESL or Linguistics).  Noor complained that she misses 
reading for fun now that she’s a graduate student, so she started listening to an audiobook on her 




audio book service to continue. She said, “Why does everything in the US require a 
subscription!”   
 One topic that we discussed at length was writing emails.  We all agreed that we were 
never sure how to start them, if we should use first names or not, or how to make jokes and have 
casual rapport with professors.  Noor and Amal are both working with the same faculty member, 
and both agreed that Noor “knows how to deal with him” but Amal doesn’t.  “You just have to 
joke with him, and he will be fine,” she told Amal.   
 Noor told us about her teaching experience at UIUC.  She teaches two classes of Arabic 
language, and while she loves teaching, some issues have come up in the semester and half that 
she’s been teaching.  In her first semester, she was observed by the program supervisor, and it 
didn’t go well.  The supervisor interrupted her teaching to instruct her to change her method of 
eliciting answers (have students come to write their answers on the board instead of saying them 
out loud).  This made her upset because she felt like it undermined her authority in front of her 
students, and her relationship with her supervisor has been “tense” all year.  She has also had 
some issues with students.  A male Arab American student “regularly says inappropriate things” 
to her in front of the class (e.g. he asked her how she keeps her body fit, invited her to go to a 
concert with him in Chicago, told her that he couldn’t maintain his life during the GEO strike 
because he missed her so much).   
 The next time I meet with Noor, she told me about an event she attended on campus that 
was hosted by Turning Point USA, a non-profit organization with the mission to “identify, 
educate, train, and organize students to promote the principles of fiscal responsibility, free 
markets, and limited government” (TPUSA).  The guest speaker was Yasmine Mohammed, 
author of the book Confessions of an Ex-Muslim, who gave a talk titled, “From Al Qaeda to 




different viewpoint so that people couldn’t present that viewpoint without a critical response.  
The speaker told her experience of being forced to marry and being imprisoned in her own home.  
She talked about rape in the Muslim world, how oppressive the hijab and niqab are, and more.  I 
asked Noor what she would say to the speaker if she had the chance to talk to her, and she said: 
What I want to tell her is I don’t think she presented something good that’s worthy of me 
coming up with a decent comeback.  I think she was clearly in the wrong.  She claims and 
says things like, “‘Oh I’m a feminist’ (mocking voice) ‘Oh, I’m this, oh I’m that,’” – 
You’re presenting at the Turning Point!  There are people wearing Make America Great 
Again hats in the audience, like you can’t tell me that you’re that blind, you can’t see 
who you’re speaking to.  You’re choosing your audience.  So, I would just tell her one 
picture that she showed was really dumb.  It was this picture of like Iran, with all this 
black covering women.  All these countries are not even like that, and if you tell her that 
she’s like, “Oh yeah, I’m not against people who choose to wear it.”  I would tell her, I’m 
an Arab woman, and you’re here, I don’t feel like you actually speak for me, you actually 
strip me of my agency.  You’re pretending like you speak for me, you’re speaking to help 
these people then how come the only one who is scared to actually speak up here is me if 
this is for me, you know?  Because all these people feel more empowered now than I 
actually do.  I’m pretty sure you’re [she is] aware of that.  I just want to tell her that I 
know she is not that dumb, no one is that stupid. 
 
 Noor told me that she liked her program, her courses, and she is passionate and hopeful 
about her future research.  In addition to her core Linguistics classes, in her first semester she 
took a Latino/a Studies course, and in her second semester she was taking Women and Gender 
Studies courses as her electives.  She said that “Women’s Studies is my thing,” so I asked her 
why she didn’t pursue a degree in that instead of Linguistics.  She responded, “I feel like it’s too 
easy for me, and I feel like I’m not learning, I’m just exerting my existing skills.  I know that’s 
my strength, but it just feels counterproductive to me to go where I could easily fit in.”   
 Noor plans to continue on to her PhD in Linguistics at UIUC.  While the acceptance rate 
is 2 %, she is on the PhD track and has had her optimism about her future at UIUC confirmed by 
her advisor.  I asked her why she wanted to get a PhD, and she said, “What’s the point of just 
getting a master’s?  I’m in academia, so I need it… I’m delaying the chance to get back in the 




immediately get a job somewhere in academia, so I don’t have to go back to a desk job.”  “Why 
academia,” I asked.  She responded: 
Because I enjoy being in a classroom.  I don’t enjoy being in a company, behind a desk, I 
tried it, and it was bad.  I love being in a classroom – not so much here as much as back 
home. But I do still enjoy it.  I don’t feel misplaced or anything.  So yeah like I remember 
that’s what I told myself when I was working and making a lot more money than I am 
now but telling myself that I need to go back to the classroom and getting compliments.  
This is why I think that I’m not very much at peace here because the compliments thing 
that was driving me to go back is not something that I’m receiving here, yeah I don’t get 
it [praise], but it’s still better [than her office job]. 
 
Noor talked a lot about the lack of feedback, specifically positive feedback, that she received in 
her courses.  In her undergraduate program in Bahrain, she told me that instructors and students 
develop close relationships and that she was always praised for her work and given a lot of 
encouragement, which is not the case for her at UIUC.   
Academically, Noor’s biggest challenge was time.  When I asked if she was willing to 
send me any of her course papers to use in my research, she gave me the paper she had with her.  
“It’s not even complete because my printer was jammed.  I wrote this literally in half a day 
yesterday, and I was procrastinating a lot.”  But she wanted to give me this paper now because 
“it’s easy so that I don’t make promises and go home and forget [to send something].”  She 
warned me that, “a lot of things here are cringey, and I do admit that because I did it in one day.”  
She had the paper with her because she was supposed to turn it in to her professor’s office by 5 
p.m., but she missed the deadline, and the office was locked, so she emailed the paper to her.  
She explained that she did not dedicate a lot of time to the paper because it was for an elective 
and, “I’m never seeing that professor again… My advisor would kill me if I handed him 
something like this.”  She went on to explain her issues with time: 
I feel like I was pushed to write in one day.  Like you give me a final freaking paper and 
then I used to blame myself and say, “Why don’t you start working earlier this is all on 
you?” (mocking voice) and then realized I was kept busy like all throughout the semester. 
It’s not like they gave me a chance to start earlier.  It’s like all my deadlines, I started one 




finished like maybe one week before the papers were due and it’s not like there’s just one 
of them, so I had to work on each one at once, and so I feel like it wasn’t my fault that I 
was forced to write a final paper in a day or a day and half.  Like this was just a day, 
actually a half a day, the other one was a day and a half, and I feel like it’s not my fault.  I 
stopped taking responsibility for that because I was actually busy all throughout the 
semester.  I didn’t actually have time to start earlier.  Yeah, it’s one of the things that I 
hate about here.  Like back home if you know you have a big expectation at the end of 
the semester, like there is time for that, like you have a few deadlines here and there and 
then you have big gaps where you can actually think of something else so if you leave it 
until the last minute, it’s on you.  Here it’s not on me!  Definitely not on me.   
 
 Another source of stress for Noor has been her Sociolinguistics reading group.  The 
formal group is organized by students and faculty in the department to share their research and 
read newspapers in the field of Sociolinguistics.  She was the only new master’s student in the 
group, and immediately felt lost in the discussions.  The other group members used words that 
she was familiar with but not comfortable using, especially in speech.  I asked for an example 
she said, “falsi-falsa-falsifia- ugh I don’t know how to say it, but I know what it means, and I can 
write it!” referring to the word ‘falsifiability.’  At times she felt that the reading group, rather 
than being a place of growth and learning, was just a place for people to show off.  As a result, 
she sometimes didn’t go because she felt that she wouldn’t get anything out of it except feeling 
inadequate.  She added, “If I were a PhD student and there was a new master’s student, I would 
tell them to come ask me any question that they have, not make them feel bad for not knowing 
how to say word out loud.”   
 We discussed more about these words that she was familiar with but didn’t feel 
comfortable using.  I offered some of own examples of words I know but don’t feel comfortable 
using, and together we made this list: interlocutor, indexicality, transnational, translanguaging.  
She said, “Code switching is at least easy to pronounce! Inter-lo-cutor, ugh! The one who is 
talking! I don’t feel comfortable saying interlocutor when I can say ‘the speaker’!”  However, we 
both offered examples of words that at first seemed like this, but we have now operationalized 




everyone is saying, not that I think these words are important to your wellbeing.  I think you can 
be better than all these people without them, well some of them at least.”  I asked about the 
process she thinks is required to operationalize these words, and she said: 
Some of them I hear, and I learn them on my own.  Some things I did kind of learn I 
guess, I mean, they give you everything all at once, so you don’t really notice you’ve 
learned until you reflect on it.  No one actually tells you this is what we’re learning today 
– it’s just like blah blah blah blah, and you’re like ok I guess I learned something out of 
this.  But yeah, I don’t know. 
 
I asked Noor about what she does when she needs help with something.  Her top source 
of academic insight, she told me, was her Iranian officemate.  Noor read many of her papers 
from when she took the classes Noor was in to get an idea of what student work was like.  
Second, she goes to her advisor regularly and has been to many professor’s office hours, even if 
she didn’t really need anything.  “It’s good to show them that you care and that you’re thinking 
about things from their classes, so yeah, it’s not going there for help in that kind of way, but so 
that they know who I am for when I need help!” 
 The last time I talked to Noor, it was the end of the semester, and she had completed all 
her work for her first year of master’s program.  Because she is on track to be admitted to the 
PhD program at UIUC, she must write a qualifying exam rather than a thesis.  The first time we 
talked about this, she wasn’t sure what the difference was and how she was supposed to know 
what she was supposed to do.  Later, she told me that she was doing a qualifying exam as part of 
the PhD track.  As of the end of spring 2018 semester, her project will be a discourse analysis of 
Bahraini private and public-school students’ code-switching.  We discussed her plans for this 
project.  She said: 
I mean I have some level of control over [the topic], but again dealing with my advisor, 
so it’s my paper, but whatever he says I do, more or less I try to.  I wanted to do a lot 
more, and it’s good that he kind of put me in place and said this is too much, and it was 
too much that I wanted to do.  But he wants me to do some kind of quantitative part, I 






I interrupted her to ask what she meant by that, and she answered: 
Because it’s sexy, numbers are sexy (mocking voice) because we’re in Linguistics and 
we’re in the Humanities we have to prove that what we do is not just like talking and 
putting words on slides, we have numbers too, even though, like I think the words on 
slides are more meaningful than numbers that there for the sake of having numbers there. 
 
 Noor taught two sections of beginning level Arabic in fall and spring semesters.  These 
classes met five days a week, giving her a total of 10 contact teaching hours each week.  She had 
never taught a class before, and although she is proud of her Arabic language skills and has a 
degree in Linguistics, she has not had any formal training or education in teaching.  I shared with 
her that I thought that it was a lot, especially for a new teacher, to teach 10 hours a week in 
combination with adapting to life in the US and starting a graduate program.  She shrugged and 
said, “I love teaching Arabic!”  Then, she took more time to think about it and said, “It was hard 
in the beginning, but [teaching] makes [being here] better.”  When I asked her what she loved 
about it, she said, “I like the feeling they give me, you know when they tell me that they like me 
or that I’m nice to them, something they don’t get from their other teachers, I like that.”  She 
went on to add that she loves watching them go from knowing nothing about Arabic to writing a 
correct sentence in such a short time and knowing that she helped them make that possible.   
 During the last week of the semester, I went to one of Noor’s classes to observe her 
teaching and interacting with her students.  She was reviewing for the final, and the casual and 
supportive relationship that she had with her students was immediately palpable.  She joked with 
them, they joked with her, and they were laughing and speaking in Arabic the whole class 
period.  Her eyes lit up when they got questions right, and she asked follow-up questions to push 
them to the next level.   
 I asked her about her students’ evaluations of her as a teacher, and she said, “Oh I got 




which [is] kind of like what I was intending to do, so I’m like mission accomplished–they said 
I’m patient, and I’m caring, and I’m understanding.”  Her main source of frustration about 
teaching, though, was that she has little control over the curriculum and what happens throughout 
the semester.  Noor believes that there is too much work for students to do, including making 
videos of themselves speaking Arabic (“I don’t want to make students do that!”).  As previously 
mentioned, she has some tension with her supervisor, who makes all the decisions about the 
course and feels like she cannot make any changes. 
 When I asked Noor what advice she would give to new students in her program she said: 
Just talk to me, like, so they know that they are not a loser.  It is hard.  And not to expect 
it to be easy, and I guess no one is going to come here expecting that.  I don’t know, 
maybe relax a little bit, and don’t worry about it because at the end of the day you make 
yourself sick and nothing really comes out of it.  I guess I would just tell them that it’s 
not that great, don’t worry about it. 
 
Noor’s Course Papers 
 When I first met Noor and was talking to her about education in Bahrain, she sent me a 
paper that she wrote in her first semester at UIUC that she thought I might find informative and 
also that I could use as data about her academic writing.  It was her course paper for 
Sociolinguistics I, which her advisor taught.  The other course paper that she gave me was from 
her second semester written for a Gender and Women’s Studies course called Commodifying 
Difference (this course is cross-listed with AAS, AFRO, LLS, and MACS).  This paper, as 
mentioned, was written in half a day and was not a priority for her.  The paper for her advisor, 
though, was a priority.   
 Her Sociolinguistics paper is titled, “The Linguistic Life of Bahraini Youth: 
Understanding the Role of Code-Switching in Young Bahraini’s Conversations.”  The course 
paper assignment was to write a research proposal, and this proposal is an early version of what 




to send me a paper.  Rather, she volunteered to share it with me for informative purposes.  When 
I first read this paper, my initial gut reaction was that it is better, by any measure, than any paper 
that I wrote in my master’s program.  Upon revisiting the paper months later, I felt the same way.  
The first sentence of the literature review is: “This research addresses CS [code-switching] in 
youth conversations that take place in the Kingdom of Bahrain, a small (770km2) Muslim 
majority Arab island state located on the southwestern coast of the Arabian Gulf in what is 
known as the Middle East in Asia.”  She backs up the subjective adjective “small” with objective 
data.  Her use of “in what is known as the Middle East” provides a flavor of criticism that I 
would expect from her now that I know her.   
Throughout the paper, she uses a variety of sentence structures and grammatical 
constructions, there are no typos or objective grammar errors, claims and facts are supported 
with citations, and the organization is aligned with the conventions of this genre of paper in this 
field.  I read the paper for the first time for informative purposes to learn more about education in 
Bahrain, and I found the way the information was presented to be very clear, and her argument 
about the differences between public and private school to be rhetorically convincing.  I found 
and read some of her sources to get more background information.  Reading again later to 
analyze as a representation of her academic work, I argue that there are some elements of 
verbosity.  For example, “Despite its importance, the question of why people code-switch 
remains unsettled. If there was a single complete answer, then this research would not be 
necessary. Researchers have come up with various theories, but due to the ‘randomness’ of the 
phenomenon, it remains at the center of scholarly interest.”  Overall, as a reader, I found this 
paper to be highly polished (aside from consistent errors in APA in-text citations).   
I realize that my praise of Noor’s research proposal could be interpreted as othering (e.g. 




or condescending (e.g. it’s good considering that she’s foreign).  Therefore, I want to emphasize 
that as a native speaker who has studied syntax and rhetoric, taught English grammar, and 
worked as a writing consultant at UIUC’s Writers Workshop for three years reading papers from 
different writers in different disciplines, I honestly think that this paper is better than most of my 
own work and other student work that I have read and demonstrates a deep grasp not only of 
English grammar and sentence structure but of research methodology and the topic, all in her 
first semester.  The Noor that I talked to in person was always driven, thoughtful, analytical and 
an intelligent communicator, so I had no doubts about her suitability for the PhD in Linguistics at 
UIUC, but knowing that only 2 % of applicants are admitted, I was unsure of how she could be 
confident in her chances on that path.  However, carefully reading this research proposal from 
her first semester as a master’s student shed light on why she was confident.  At times, she may 
have even come off as cocky, but reading this paper changed the viability of that possible 
interpretation of her attitude towards her work.  Instead, I believe that she is confident with good 
reason.  
 In her paper for the Commodifying Difference course, she analyzes three television 
representations of hijabi women and discusses how the hijab is used as a “storytelling 
mechanism” and she argues that, “While contemporary images of the hijab do not intend to 
demonize it, they still fail to respond to the needs of a diverse society in general, and the voices 
of veiled women in particular.”  As mentioned, Noor said that she thinks this paper is “cringey,” 
she wrote it in half a day, and she is not concerned about the professor’s opinion of her since she 
is not in her department.  She did not provide the assignment information and described it as 
“just a final paper.”  It is 12 pages long and cites only four sources.  One of the sources is cited 
twice, while the others are only cited once, and these citations only appear on two pages of the 




shows.  At some points, the analysis feels repetitive as a reader, with the idea that the portrayals 
of hijabs are positive but in the same stroke dehumanizing of the veiled woman who becomes 
humanized as soon as she takes it off stated in different words in each paragraph of the 
discussion.  There are elements of verbosity in this paper, too.  For example, “She does not seem 
to be questioning or struggling with her decision to remove her hijab and kiss her crush, because 
love trumps all, all complexities and all faiths, for the sake of a kiss.”  Overall the analysis and 
the argument criticize western feminism’s media portrayals of hijabis as having good intentions 
but without voices of veiled women. 
 Both of these papers exemplify Noor’s personal and academic interests.  There is a 
difference in their formality (the former being more formal than the latter).  As Noor sent me the 
first one purely as an informative tool, it is clear that she is proud of it.  She never deprecated it 
in anyway as she did about the second.  She never said a positive word about the second paper.  
Discussion 
Noor often answered my questions in monologues of speech that had many twists and 
turns.  Once she started going on a topic, she went.  This is visibly clear on the transcripts of our 
conversations where there is one or two lines from me and then sometimes more than a page of a 
response from her.  I also noticed her carefulness in her speech.  She was always aware that she 
was being recorded and demonstrated an awareness of the importance of her word choice.  For 
example, when discussing a relationship with someone, she said “I hate... No, I don’t hate! Oh 
my god, that’s on the record. I don’t feel comfortable talking to [name].”  When discussing 
Bahrain, she was careful to choose words that are not critical or words that she felt promote 
westernization.  For example, she did not want to call herself “open-minded” as if it’s a synonym 
of “modern” and antonym of “traditional” because she believes that neither is necessarily true.  




this research and a deep appreciation for and understanding of sociocultural issues in the US and 
in the world.  In many ways, Noor’s experience is distinct from the other participants in this 
study.  Noor is the only participant who worked on campus since the beginning of her program, 
the only one who does not identify as Muslim, the only one in the first year of her master’s, the 
youngest, the only one who openly talked about dating, and the only one who talked about 
American friends outside of her academic program.   
Noor’s Academic Acculturation  
Previous literature has identified variables that affect academic acculturation.  This 
section will discuss how, if at all, these variables, and others, are related to Noor’s academic 
acculturation. 
English proficiency.  Noor’s self-perception of her English proficiency was very high.  
While her accent suggested that she was not born and raised in America, her accent was 
indistinct and so close to American that I wouldn’t have been able to guess where she was from 
based on it.  Not only was her English proficiency high in terms of formal language, but she also 
demonstrated her ability to use idioms, slang, and cultural references.  Despite her English 
language proficiency, she did have some issues with disciplinary language and terms, but this is 
unrelated to her overall English language proficiency.  Previous research suggests that English 
proficiency is a significant variable in students’ academic acculturation (Bastien, Seifen-Adkins, 
& Johnson, 2018; Cheng & Fox, 2008; Mori, 2000; Olivas & Li, 2006; Phinney, 2001; Sawir, 
Marginson, Forbes-Mewett, Nyland, & Ramia, 2012; Zhang & Dixon, 2003).  In terms of 
academics, Noor’s English language proficiency allowed her to not struggle with any aspect of 
language other than learning discipline-specific terminology, which is not related to her status as 
a non-native speaker of English.  This is consistent with previous research about English 




Help-seeking behaviors. Noor sought help with her academics mainly from two sources: 
her advisor and her office mate.  Specifically, she often talked about her academic experiences 
with her office mate and regularly read her office mate’s old papers for the courses she was in to 
get an idea for what professors were expecting.  With her advisor, she regularly met with him 
during his office hours to discuss her future research.  Additionally, she went to other professors’ 
office hours to talk about the course content.   
 When we discussed her issues with learning to use disciplinary terms as a source of 
stress, a related source of stress was not feeling comfortable asking questions about these terms 
for fear that others would judge her as incompetent.  This fear prevented Noor from asking more 
questions in her reading group and seeking the help that she needed.  Noor is the only participant 
in this study who did not formally seek out institutionalized academic help beyond faculty office 
hours.  While previous research about academic acculturation suggests that help-seeking 
behaviors help ease acculturative stress (Bastien et al., 2018), Noor did not have any academic 
issues that she felt that she needed to seek help about beyond the help she received from her 
office mate and advisor.  She felt that the help she might have wanted with understanding 
disciplinary language did not exist.  
Time in the US.  At the time of this research, Noor was in her second semester of both 
her program and in the US.  Within the less than one year in her program, she already described 
some differences in her process of acculturation between the first semester and the second.  
Previous research suggests that her perceptions could be very different later on in her program 
because the beginning is often associated with the most difficulties (Bastien et al., 2018), and as 
Noor described, after the first semester, she was more relaxed about her school work after she 




Relationships with co-nationals and Americans.  Noor had no relationships with co-
nationals.  There were only two other Bahraini students on campus, both male undergraduates 
outside of her field, and she didn’t know them or even know of them.  Instead, Noor’s closest 
social relationships were with Iranians, and connecting to Iranian students was easily facilitated 
by having an Iranian in the same field and with similar ideology and interests beyond academics 
as her office mate.  Because of shared culture, shared religious backgrounds, and some shared 
history, Noor’s Iranian friends were somewhat co-cultural.  Beyond culture, relationships with 
co-nationals can be helpful because, in many cases, there is a shared native language.  While 
Noor did have some Arab friends and colleagues in the Arab language program and participated 
in Arab student groups, her closest friends were Iranian, and those friendships were all in 
English.  The English language required to be friends with non-Arab speakers was not an issue 
for Noor.  She found comfort in being herself with her Iranian friends, which contributed to an 
overall sense of wellbeing on campus.  
 Previous research suggests that relationships with host country nationals can help ease 
stress but also create it when there are issues with stereotyping and discrimination (Al-Sharideh 
& Goe, 1998).  This is consistent with Noor’s experience.  She noted that she had many 
American acquaintances and had many stories of their interactions.  However, the stories that she 
told about interactions with Americans were usually a source of stress rather than a source of 
easing stress.  She felt that she had to defend her country and region to people who thought that 
they knew everything they needed to know about where she came from.  As she said, the more 
she tried to defend her culture, the guiltier she was in their eyes.  Interacting with Americans and 
the combative way that they approached talking about her culture often made her feel 




Funding source.  Noor’s funding source, a Fulbright Grant, requires that she teach two 
sections of Arab language courses in the Linguistics Department.  These classes meet 50 minutes 
each day, Monday through Friday, so she has about 10 hours of instructional time each week, not 
to mention time spent planning, grading, and instructor meetings.  Noor said that her biggest 
academic issue was time, and this teaching assistantship contributes to that issue because it takes 
a lot of her time.  However, the teaching assignment also connected her to her main social 
network, and she talked about how her teaching was one of her biggest sources of joy at UIUC.  
Her teaching assistantship brought her both negative and positive things that affect her 
acculturation.   
Individual disposition and goals.  Noor complained a lot and was critical of most of the 
topics we discussed about her life in the US.  She was critical about many Americans’ views of 
her country and culture, her colleagues’ ways of interacting in reading groups, her field’s 
insistence on quantitative components in research, the curriculum she follows in the classes that 
she teaches, and more.  Noor’s critical disposition affects how she views her experience.  I asked 
her if she feels like she’s the kind of person who would have something critical to say about 
anything, even if it was overall good, and she said “of course!”  This individual disposition is an 
important variable communicating her experience with academic acculturation to the US.  
Another person who experienced all the same issues but who had a less critical disposition would 
perceive the process completely differently. 
Noor’s goals of an academic career in the field of Linguistics also impact her experience.  
She sees her research topics as potential topics for her to continue to explore throughout her 
career.  Her interest in her field is palpable.  She is frustrated by her own lack of knowledge of 
basic concepts and terms, but she also sees her frustration as insights into how to mentor her own 




Ecological Systems Model and Noor’s Academic Acculturation 
Considering Noor’s environment on different levels of the ecological systems model will 
allow for an analysis of the different levels of ecological system and how those levels interact 
with each other and affect her experience studying at UIUC.  
Microsystem.  Noor’s microsystem at UIUC consisted of her friends, classmates, 
professors, students, TA supervisor, co-workers, and her continued relationships with friends and 
family in Bahrain. 
Relationships with co-national and American peers.  Noor, unlike other participants in 
this study, did not interact with any co-nationals at UIUC, in the community, or even in the US.  
However, she did have social relationships with one other Gulf Arab student (Amal), other Arab 
students, and Iranian students.  She did not mention anything negative about the Arab or Iranian 
communities and friends she surrounded herself with, but rather spoke of them as a source of 
friendships, support, and understanding. 
Noor’s relationships with host country nationals was a source of stress in her 
microsystem.  She felt that questions from Americans did not come from a place of wanting to 
understand her but rather a place of wanting to challenge her.  She felt that she was perceived as 
rich though she believes she is not.  She thinks that Americans measure her country against theirs 
in ways that ignore history and what’s best for Bahrain.  While relationships with other Arab 
students and Iranian students were a source of understanding, relationships with Americans were 
the opposite. 
She felt that Americans had a very two-dimensional way understanding issues like 
wearing hijabs.  Covering has been a persistent academic issue that she has explored both in 
undergraduate and as a graduate student.  She told me that she would fight for any woman’s right 




at home without them taking that and running with that and thinking that means she’s liberated 
here and oppressed at home.”  She believes that the Americans with whom she has interacted 
apply a false dichotomy to this issue.  Not only does this prevent her from feeling understood by 
Americans, but it also has inspired arguments and stress.  About talking to Americans about her 
country and culture, she said, “I hate not being able to defend myself because I’m used to being 
outspoken, but the more you try to defend yourself, the more you are guilty.”  Instead, over the 
two semesters she’s been in the US, she’s learned that the easiest option to is not to try to explain 
issues to people who are not open to understanding.  While a good strategy to avoid conflicts, 
this strategy limits the amount of close and understanding relationships in her microsystem. 
Relationships with faculty and students.  Most of Noor’s discussion of her relationships 
with faculty and students was as a source of positivity.  She explained that she thinks that her 
professors like her, and she didn’t have any stories of conflicts with them.  She actively goes to 
office hours to help build relationships with them.  Likewise, most of her discussion of 
relationships with students were positive.  She spoke some about a student who makes her 
uncomfortable with personal questioning and invitations, but other than that, her relationships 
with her students was a source of pride for her.  For Noor, interactions with her students and their 
attitudes towards her makes her feel accomplished.  From faculty, however, she feels that she is 
missing the element of praise and support, so even though she reports that her relationships with 
them are positive, she feels that there is something missing that could make it much better.   
Funding source.  Noor’s role as an Arabic teacher, an assignment that came with her 
Fulbright Grant, greatly affected her microsystem of campus.  Noor’s closest friendship on 
campus was with her office mate, who she likely would have met without sharing an office, but 




As mentioned, her office mate was not only a source of academic help but also a social 
connection that helped her build a community of female Iranian friends.   
 Beyond building relationships with other TAs in the Linguistics Department, her position 
as an Arabic teacher also brought relationships with students that had an impact on her 
microsystem.  Noor complained about lack of positive feedback from faculty, but she received 
positive feedback that she craved from her students.  Unlike her discussion of most other issues, 
her discussions about teaching and relationships with her students were generally positive. 
 Beyond her positive relationships with students, her teaching position brought a fraught 
relationship with her supervisor, who Noor perceived as disliking her.  Knowing the supervisor 
myself, I would say that she is steely, formal, and in some contexts can be interpreted as 
unfriendly.  If Noor was seeking positive feedback and praise in her graduate studies, her 
supervisor would not be a good source based on my experience with her.  She spoke about her 
supervisor as a source of stress, including worrying that she would not get summer funding 
because she might be disliked.  She did receive the summer funding.  While Noor’s relationship 
with her supervisor brought some stress to her microsystem, overall the teaching assignment 
facilitated some of Noor’s most positive social experiences and feelings of purpose.   
 Friends and family in Bahrain. Noor continued her relationships with friends and family 
while in the US.  She regularly talked on the phone to her parents, sisters, and cousins.  She 
discussed two issues when I asked her about staying in touch with them.  First, that she ought to 
call her mother more often, and second, that sometimes she feels like she forgets Arabic words 
now when she’s talking to her family and that sometimes they make fun of her for code-
switching and using English words that they don’t know.  This would suggest a growing distance 
from them, but also further shows Noor’s personal interest in code-switching.  Furthermore, the 




overall ecological system.  Her parents, who have never lived anywhere but Bahrain, did not 
want her to study abroad during undergrad, and she was so sure of their lack of support of her 
moving to the US that she mostly kept them in the dark throughout the application process.  
Believing that it was likely that they wouldn’t support her in her efforts towards her goal of 
studying in the US, it’s also likely that she wouldn’t believe them to be supportive or 
understanding of her struggles in the US. In fact, that might even motivate her to hide her 
struggles in the US from them, which could contribute to why she doesn’t talk to her mother as 
much as she believed that she should.    
Exosystem. 
Media.  Noor felt that she had deep experience with American media before arriving, but 
while she continued going to movies, she watched little other American media once in the US.  
Instead, she used Arabic language media as a source of comfort and stress relief.  Furthermore, 
media was an academic issue that Noor explored, specifically her paper about how hijabs are 
portrayed in American media.  Her paper presents her thinking about the west’s 
misunderstanding of the hijab.  Thus, media was a source of cultural misunderstandings that 
negatively impacted her microsystem interactions, but Arabic media was a source of comfort.  
Macrosystem.  Noor’s macrosystem, the culture of her environment and her identity 
within it, had a significant shift when she moved to the US.  A lot of Noor’s identity was based 
on aspects of herself that are specific to Bahrain, for example her identity as a proud “public 
school kid” who spoke Bahraini, MSA, and English.  In the US, her identity shifted to the 
broader and potentially wrongfully ascribed categories of “Bahraini,” “Arab,” “Muslim,” which 
have less meaning to her and make her feel less understood.  Furthermore, her status as an MSA 
speaker, a huge source of pride for her in Bahrain, meant little.  In Bahrain, Noor felt like an 




country.  In her new macrosystem, all of that changed; she felt like an outsider, unsure of 
political issues, and was made to feel socially regressive.   
Chronosystem.  Noor’s sociohistorical environment affects her experience.  Bahrain 
experienced an uprising in the context of the Arab Spring in 2011, when Noor was finishing high 
school.  The uprising included sustained non-violent protests in Manama, Noor’s hometown, in 
support of more freedom for the country’s suppressed Shia majority and to end the rule of the 
Sunni monarchy.  The uprising was stopped, followed by three months of martial law.  Hundreds 
were injured in the protests and subsequent crackdowns, and security forces killed at least 20 
civilians.  In the years since, smaller and less sustained demonstrations have occurred.  Several 
men related to the uprising are currently awaiting execution, and hundreds more have spent time 
in prison for their participation in the uprising. While there are many other legal and 
governmental events that affect Noor’s chronosystem, this uprising and its aftermath can greatly 
affect her perception of progress and change.  She spoke about her frustrations towards how 
westerners perceive how progress and change should occur in her country, but she believes that 
they are wrong and don’t understand.  She said, “being progressive maybe isn’t the best goal 
right now,” and discussed how this view is not approved by her American friends.  The political 
environment in recent years in her country affects how she sees political and cultural progress, 
which in turn affects her social experience in the US.  
Amal 
“I keep waiting for someone to tell me what to do, but I’m realizing that no one is ever going to 
do that.” -Amal 
 I found Amal on the Linguistics Department’s website.  Her name seemed Gulfi to me, so 
I googled it, and all of the results were related to Kuwait.  Still, I wasn’t sure if she was an 




talk about my research.  Her response made me unsure if she was a non-native speaker.  She 
wrote: 
Sure, I'd be happy to help. As a matter of fact, I will probably be needing help with 
writing as I am currently doing an MA thesis. Since you are a PhD student, you may be 
able to offer me some advice on things like thesis formatting. I have no experience with 
writing a thesis, so I'd appreciate any feedback.  
  
Throughout our pre-meeting correspondence, there was mounting evidence that she could be a 
native speaker of English (e.g. her use of “like” to mean approximately).  I expected to meet her 
and find out that she did not meet the participant criteria, but I still wanted to talk to her.  My 
first impression upon meeting her in person did not assuage my notion that she may be a native 
speaker of English or that she grew up or was educated in an Anglophone country, all of which 
would make her ineligible to participate in my study, and I expected that she would only end up 
being a contact to reach potential participants.  This first impression, though, was wrong.  
 The first time we met, I saw her approaching as she ran into a group of young women 
who she knew.  They chatted for a moment, and then she approached me, and we greeted each 
other.  Physically she makes quite an impression because she is markedly petite (my best guess 
would be that she is about 5-foot-tall, 90lbs or less) and attractive, usually wearing subtle but 
evident eye makeup.  The first time I met her, and every subsequent time I saw her, she was 
dressed in mostly neutral colors, loose fitting clothes, and a tight hijab with the kind of fabric 
that stretches and moves with her and stays put.  Amal was a helpful contact to make at the 
beginning of my participant recruitment because, after collecting all of my data, I would say that 
she seemed to be the most well connected to the female Gulf Arab community.  She hosted 
dinner parties, went on vacations with the other single female Gulfis, and had Gulfi roommates.  
In our second meeting, she brought the only other female Kuwaiti student on campus with her so 
that we could be acquainted and schedule a meeting.  Overall, she is the participant with whom I 




attitudes as students and future scholars, and future goals has kept us in touch after the data 
collection completed.  
 When I asked Amal what she would like to use as a pseudonym, she said “Kuwait” 
followed by her first initial.  After I started writing, I felt that her choice felt mechanical, so I 
asked her if I could use a name instead, and she said that was fine with her, and she asked me to 
select it myself.  Amal was an MATESL student in her final semester at the time of this research.  
She is from an academic and international family from Kuwait City.  Her father is an English 
professor in Kuwait, she told me reluctantly.  “I usually don’t like to tell people that. My dad told 
me that it will make people think that I have an upper hand, but they’re too busy to help me 
anyways.”  Her mother is currently writing her PhD dissertation in Immunology in Manchester, 
England.  She has two younger sisters who are both in undergraduate programs (in pre-law and 
engineering) in the UK, and a younger brother who is in primary school.  “I was the big 
experiment,” she said.  I asked her to elaborate, and she explained that there was not a clear 
obvious place for her to be (between the UK and Kuwait, or even any other option).  Because she 
grew up between two different places and often being away from one parent or both, it would 
have been easy, she explained, for her to forge her own path where ever she wanted.  She 
decided to do her undergraduate studies in Kuwait in English.  “Kuwaitis have this romantic 
narrative of going back home to Kuwait,” she told me on more than one occasion.    
 When discussing her education background, Amal explained that she had always gone to 
private, English medium schools in Kuwait (aside from 8th grade in the UK).  She also spent 
many breaks from school in the UK when her father was there earning his PhD.  While I would 
have assumed (and did) that she was a ‘native speaker’ of English from interacting and 




language, and I am not native in English.  I know that my English is good, but I’m still not 
totally secure or comfortable with academic writing.” 
Early on in her academic life, she was tracked as a science and math student, but when 
she decided to stay in Kuwait for her undergraduate degree and most likely for her career and 
life, she decided to study English because it was “marketable,” and she loves literature.  She 
would have preferred to focus on literature but instead focused on TESOL because “literature 
isn’t popular in Kuwait,” but TESOL will give her a lot of opportunities.  While her program in 
her private university was mixed-gender, many of the classes were de facto all female because all 
of the students were women.  For some of the years that she was a student there, there were no 
male students admitted to the English program.    
Amal was in the US on a private scholarship from the university where she earned her 
bachelor’s degree.  This scholarship funds her MA and PhD, and she will be faculty there after 
earning her degrees.  “They pay, but you have to come back,” she explained.  This was not a 
negative for her, though, because “Kuwaiti people like where they are from.  You’ll always want 
to go back home.”  As a result of this funding, Amal did not have any assistantships during her 
MA program, but she taught one semester as a practicum teaching an English language course 
for undergraduate students who placed into English language courses.  When I first met her, she 
was applying to PhD programs in Sociolinguistics and hadn’t heard back from any except being 
rejected by UIUC’s PhD program in Linguistics.    
While most of our time together was focused on talking about academics and her thesis, 
we also discussed other aspects of her life on campus.  I asked Amal questions about UIUC in 
order to understand her level of integration on campus.  Regarding Unofficial she said that an 
American classmate warned her about it during the MATESL program’s orientation.  “She was 




Street [the main area with bars] anyways.”  She had no thoughts on the Chief Illiniwek mascot 
because “I don’t take part in anything about sports.”  In her first year, she was active in the Arab 
Student Association and the Muslim Student Association and went to any event that she could, 
but in her second year, she said, she hadn’t attended any because she no longer had time.  This 
conversation took place during the GEO strike, and she told me about her participation in some 
strike events.  She went to the rally at the president’s house because she knew other people who 
were going and was curious about what it would be like.  She described participating as energy 
boosting and said that it felt good to stand with her peers and support something together.  “I am 
separate from their struggle, but I do support it,” she said.   
Amal’s social network mostly consisted of MATESL students, and specifically the 
Chinese and American women in the program (the most represented nationalities and gender in 
the program).  Additionally, she often spent time with other single women from the Gulf, like 
Noor and some Saudi Arabians.  In her first year and a half, she had a Saudi Arabian roommate 
who she spent a lot of her downtime with, but during her last semester, she lived alone.  I ran 
into Amal several times at different places throughout spring semester.  She was almost always 
with at least one female Chinese student every time I saw her.  Overall, she never expressed any 
concerns or stresses about her social life. 
When I asked Amal about her perceptions of how people, American or international, 
think of Kuwait, she thought for a moment and then answered that she has received very few 
ignorant questions “because of where we are [UIUC], people are aware and knowledgeable.”  
She had one example, however, of a question that frustrated and surprised her.  A Linguistics 
faculty member asked her if women are able to drive in Kuwait.  She explained, “I understand 
why people conflate Gulf countries, but I kind of expected more from him.”  She went on to say, 




ignorant, but they don’t want to be insensitive.”  Around UIUC, she said, people act like they 
don’t realize any differences or feel like they don’t need to ask anything because they think they 
already know about where she is from.  But that wasn’t her experience of people outside of 
UIUC.  As an example, she told me that she was in Chicago on the way to the airport to go home 
for the summer and was waiting on the street for an Uber.  An African American man 
approached her and curiously asked her questions about where she was from.  She found that 
conversation refreshing because he was honestly and respectfully curious about where she was 
from and her foreign dress.   
The only time we directly discussed gender, it was related working with male faculty.  
She said she wished that she worked more with female faculty, “because then I’d think they 
would care more.  Women care more.”  Late in the semester, Amal had heard back from all of 
the PhD programs she applied to and had decided to commit to a Linguistics program in Arizona 
and had already connected with her new advisor, a woman, via Skype.   
 As Amal said in her first email, when I met her, she was starting her MA thesis writing 
process.  She had collected her data over the summer in Kuwait but did not have a defined 
research question or an outline for what she was going to write and was still working on 
transcribing, transliterating, and translating the data.  While she told me that she was confident in 
her English language skills, she was nervous about the academic writing conventions required in 
an MA thesis and was concerned that she wasn’t getting the guidance that she expected from her 
committee.  “They have a hands-off approach,” she said with a frown.  “That could be good!” I 
suggested, but Amal told me that she was very self-aware as a student and knew that she works 
best with regular feedback.  She was feeling lost about what she was supposed to do and didn’t 
know which step to take to start getting some direction.  “What’s your research question?” I 




data.  I suggested that she probably won’t feel like she knows what to do next until she has a 
research question, so she should take a look at her data with the specific goal of defining a 
research question, and once she has that, I told her, it will be clearer to see how to move forward.  
She frowned, nodded, and said, “I keep waiting for someone to tell me what to do, but I’m 
realizing that no is ever going to do that.” 
 At that point, she was still in the process of transcribing her data.  She wasn’t sure how 
exactly she was supposed to transcribe, transliterate, and translate her data, which was all natural 
conversations between Kuwaitis and foreign workers in Kuwait.  In order to clarify what she was 
supposed to do, she made an appointment with a data consultant, which is support that the 
School of Literatures, Cultures, and Linguistics offers graduate students.  Three PhD students in 
Linguistics provide guidance on working with R and statistical or text analysis.  Amal met with 
one of them, and the consultant was familiar with her thesis chair, his research, and preferences 
about what his students do.  The PhD student gave Amal a paper that the thesis chair wrote that 
Amal had never seen and told her that reading it will help her understand what he will be looking 
for.  “Meeting with her has been the most useful thing!  Why didn’t anyone tell me that 
already?!” she exclaimed.  Based on what she understood from that article, she sent her thesis 
chair a sample of her transcribed data.  He responded with a different kind of transcription model 
that she liked better, but she again exclaimed, “why didn’t someone send me this before?!”  
 She was frustrated that her transcription and data analysis was taking longer than she 
thought it would because she had to wait to talk to her advisor and thesis chair.  She cycled 
through the following several times: work on transcription and analysis, feel that she has a 
question, email someone to ask about it, make an appointment to meet with them, hear their 




didn’t get a solid answer to a question that she had and then feeling like she wasted time not 
working on her analysis while she was waiting to get what turned out to be a non-answer.   
 Thus, for Amal, a major source of stress was feeling like she had no guidance.  
Throughout the semester, she cycled through a lot of emotions about writing her thesis.  First, 
she was excited and wanted to write something that was meaningful and scholarly, but about a 
month before her final draft was due to her committee, she said, “Now I don’t care.  I just want 
to pass.”  In late February, we met to talk about the progress she was making.  At that point she 
had a working but not final research question and was mostly done with her formal analysis of 
her data, and we talked about her timeline for writing and finishing.  I pulled up a calendar on 
my phone, and we looked at the final exam and deposit deadlines to graduate in May 2018.  I 
asked if her department had a policy about how long before the defense the committee needed to 
have the thesis, and she wasn’t sure, so we looked that up.  Based on all of these dates, Amal had 
roughly one month to write everything in time to submit it for her committee.  This realization 
hit her hard and she looked at me with wide and wet eyed disbelief.  I said, “It’s one month. You 
know what, you’ve analyzed your data, you know what you’re going to say, you have your 
literature review, you can totally do this, but have you thought of graduating in August?”  The 
notion that she had wasted so much time waiting to be told what to do came up again and again.  
She had had all her data since she returned to campus for her second year of the MATESL 
program but had not started writing because she was waiting to be told what to do about 
everything leading up to that.  She didn’t say anything, but her silence and frown indicated that 
she was not happy about the prospect of a later graduation.  
 By the next time I saw her, she had decided, with the blessings of her committee, to 
graduate in August.  While for many students a timeline with a later deposit date might just delay 




hadn’t done much and had one month to write everything, that was not what the delay of the 
deadline meant for Amal.  Throughout her writing process, which took place from late February 
to late May, she worked in a Google Doc that I had access to.  As a result, I could see exactly 
when and how often she was writing, outlining, and editing.  She worked on it regularly.  After 
mid-March, there were rarely two days in a row that she was not working on some part of it.  She 
worked through it mostly in order of organization (literature review, methodology, findings, 
discussion, and finally the conclusion and introduction).  She also regularly sent me short 
questions via text in addition to what we discussed when we met in person.   
 By April, I was concerned that my working with Amal on her thesis was impeding her in 
that she seemed to take my opinions and suggestions as gospel even though much of the 
questions and concerns she had were subjective and dependent on preference (e.g. using first or 
third person when talking about the research).  One specific issue was that she wasn’t sure where 
in her thesis her research questions should appear.  Because I read many theses during my time 
as a writing consultant, I was able to tell her that they are usually at the beginning of methods 
sections.  She submitted a draft of her introduction to her thesis supervisor, and he said that 
research questions needed to be in the introduction.  She was frustrated by this perceived 
contradiction.  After trying to implement his feedback, she sent me text saying, “I’m trying to 
somehow fit my research questions to the beginning of the intro based on my chair’s strange 
request,” so I asked her why she thought it was strange.  She said that it was because I said that 
they should go in the beginning of the methods.  Going forward, I made an effort to emphasize 
that many of these structural and organizational choices were not rule-bound.  
 Her relationship with some faculty in her department also affected her throughout her 
studies.  One faculty member, she told me, was very nice, liked to joke, and was friendly.  




only a master’s thesis.”  She did not find this assuring and worried that their laid-back approach 
to her thesis would lead to bigger concerns later.  “On the day of the defense, I don’t want [my 
committee] to be like ‘Why did you do this or that,’ let’s take care of it now!” she lamented.  To 
her, it was not only a master’s thesis, it was her first step towards becoming a scholar in her field.  
Whenever she spoke about another faculty member, she held her hands up, swung them around, 
and her eyes became wide.  I heard her tell the following story multiple times (to me and to other 
people).  The first time she met with them after returning home from Kuwait for summer break 
and collecting her data, she casually mentioned how collecting her data during Ramadan may 
have affected her data because people could have been tired or irritated from fasting all day.  In 
response, they “went off on a diatribe against organized religion.”  She once explained how it 
made her feel by saying, “Look at me!  I’m a Muslim woman!  What am I supposed to say to 
that?  You want me to agree?  You know I don’t!  Do you want me to argue?!”  This and other 
issues that she asked me not to include hovered over her whenever she went to meet with them.  
 Her other academic issues involved clarity over what is explicitly required and what feels 
like is implicitly required in her program, and not figuring out the latter until it was too late.  Her 
program doesn’t require students to take any research methodology classes, so she didn’t.  
Looking back on her program from the hindsight available to her in the last weeks of her last 
semester while she was finishing writing her thesis, she said, “I should have taken a 
methodology class. It wasn’t required, but I should have done it.  I’m not sure if that was my 
fault.”  She also never took a course with her thesis chair.  Again, it wasn’t required, so she 
didn’t do it, but with hindsight, it would have been helpful to learn about what his preferences 
are and so that they would have more of a connection and maybe he would be more involved 
with her research.  Furthermore, she felt like she was “in trouble” with him for not taking one of 




baulked as if it were obvious that she should have done that, but she didn’t know or think about 
that.  This mis-match between what the program explicitly requires and what she believes 
experienced students consider unspoken norms made her feel like she missed out on important 
opportunities without realizing it until it was too late.   
 Over spring break, Amal invited me to a dinner party with Linguistics and MATESL 
students at her apartment.  Her apartment was small and tidy.  I was immediately drawn to her 
bookshelf, which held several Zadie Smith (a British hysterical realism author) novels, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns by Khalid Hosseini, China Dolls by Lisa See, among others.  We 
chatted about our favorite books and complained about not having enough time to read novels 
while she set up serving dishes for khabsa, tabouli, and pasta dish she made.  Her other friends, 
female international students from China and Noor, arrived.  Throughout the evening, we 
discussed teaching and graduate student life.  The differences between Kuwait and Bahrain came 
up quite a bit, and so did Mohammed bin Salman (colloquially known as MBS), the crown 
prince of Saudi Arabia, because he was visiting the US at the time.  One of the Chinese girls 
remarked that she didn’t know anything about the differences between different countries in the 
region but realizes now that that’s like someone thinking there’s no difference between China 
and Taiwan.  After several hours of eating, talking, and playing games, all the guests left at the 
same time, and no one offered to stay and help Amal clean up.     
 By the beginning of April, I had been reading and giving feedback and comments on 
Amal’s thesis as she made progress for about six weeks.  She was writing the discussion section 
and wanted to meet to talk about where she was going with that section.   She came to meet me 
right after meeting with her advisor and was still flustered from their meeting.  “I sent him my 
intro and lit review [six days ago], and he said that he hadn’t read it!  We looked at it together, 




personally interested because I had read it and seen it develop.  I hoped that he hadn’t 
contradicted any of my advice because I didn’t want my work with her on it to be creating more 
stress for her than it was potentially helping.  I felt invested with the work itself and with Amal’s 
experience writing it.  “He said that I’m doing what I should be doing,” she said soberly.  She 
asked him questions about style (e.g. first or third person), and he said that he doesn’t care either 
way, but that her thesis chair would care, so she should ask him.  She went on: 
My advisor is so relaxed about it, he says it’s fine, it’s good, it was like he was pushing 
me out the door the whole time, but I wouldn’t go without answers to my questions.  He 
just kept telling me that I’m doing fine!  Ok, fine, but if [thesis chair] doesn’t agree then 
it doesn’t matter.  And I don’t even know if he’s even going to read it or read all of it!  I 
just want serious feedback now while I still have a chance to fix it! 
 
After meeting all committee members to discuss the findings section, she texted me, “I didn’t get 
to half the stuff I wanted to because I could barely get a word in!  He kind of just dictates stuff at 
you.  My chair was like, just think of me like a kid with ADD, repeat stuff to me.” 
I asked her about her expectations of the thesis defense, and her immediate response was 
that she went to a thesis defense of one of her classmates the previous week and that he didn’t 
have any revisions to make because his advisor worked with him closely the whole time.  “The 
committee asked questions, and even when he didn’t have an answer, he was totally calm just 
saying things like how important that issue was or how interesting it was and that he would look 
into it!”  Comparing herself to him, she knew that she would never be that calm and confident 
and felt that he had a serious advantage because of how much feedback and guidance he received 
along the way.  “You’re going to have revisions,” I told her firmly.  Her face looked stone cold 
but gave way to a grimace, but she didn’t say anything.  After a long silence I said, “It might be 
helpful to think of the defense as a serious feedback session.”  I went on, “What you give them 
before that is a very polished draft that you will revise based on what they say.  If you go in with 




She slowly nodded and said, “I know, that’s what all the PhD students have told me.”  Amal 
talked to a lot of PhD students about her thesis and hopes for her PhD, and her summary of all of 
the conversations with them, including me, was all the same: the sense of feeling like you don’t 
know what you’re supposed to be doing is only going to get worse.  “And then, I guess, when 
you become a faculty member, it becomes even worse,” I posited.  We shared a grim sigh.  
 We moved on to talk about her issues with writing the discussion chapter.  Because she 
still didn’t have a specifically defined research question, she wasn’t sure what exactly to discuss.  
The difference between findings and discussion was also a point of confusion.  “I know what the 
difference is in theory, and I’ve read articles and theses, obviously, I know the difference, but 
when it comes to doing it with this, it’s not so clear,” she said.  We talked about how she already 
gave the data, but now she has to interpret it and connect it to the previous literature.  We left the 
café where we had met together, walking down Green street in the same direction.  She thanked 
me for all the help that I’ve given with her writing and said that all of guidance she’s had has 
been from PhD students.  I reminded her that her advisor told her that she’s doing what she needs 
to be doing, and that she was in a good place to defend in early-June as she was hoping to do.   
 She texted me later that day to tell me that she emailed her advisor to ask about pushing 
the target defense date back to mid or late June, when the chair wasn’t going to be in town, but 
she hoped he could Skype in.  She felt that it would be easier if he was Skyping in.  She said that 
her advisor seemed annoyed in his response, and that now she was nervous that he’s annoyed 
with her.  She wrote, “I guess I overstepped or something.”  She was clearly a diligent and even-
paced student who had been making solid and steady progress for two months, and that based on 
where she was at that point, she was easily on a trajectory to defend in early-June.  I wrote in my 
research memos: “I agree with her advisor.  Two months from now is totally doable... she’s 




early, then it’s probably a good thing in my opinion especially since her advisor is so carefree.  
Someone has to freak out a little! But at a certain point, the freaking out and stress she’s giving 
herself about it is not helpful or productive.”  They set the defense date for early-June. 
 Because Amal was very connected to the female Gulfi community in Urbana-Champaign, 
most of the participants in my study knew that she was a participant in my study.  Sema, a 
master’s student in the MSPE program asked me how Amal was doing in late April because she 
was worried about her.  Sema hadn’t seen her in a while, and the last time she saw Amal, she 
was “freaking out” about her school work.  Sema told me that once Amal was so upset about 
getting a B on a paper, and Sema laughed about how she thought this was ridiculous, “A B is 
good!”  Fiona, a master’s student in Nutrition told me about when she was on spring break with 
Amal in New Orleans in what was both their first year of their master’s programs. “Oh my god 
the whole trip she just, I don’t know what it’s called in English, but she was like ‘oh my god, I 
have this, I have that, I have presentation, I need to go,’” she laughed.  Fiona said that they were 
close in their first year, but they stopped talking so much because “she was so serious about 
school and didn’t take time for anything else.”  She had a reputation among her peers for being 
very focused on her school work in ways that they thought had negative impacts.   
 Amal’s thesis was centered around code-switching and pidgins and used discourse 
analysis of conversations between Kuwaitis and foreign workers to discuss the emergence of a 
Gulf English pidgin.  We talked about how she came to understand some of the main terms that 
she used throughout.  Like with Noor, the first word we discussed was indexicality.  Amal said: 
I was introduced to it from linguistics, the field of linguistics, in papers related to 
indexing some kind of socio functional property to what you’re saying… I think I read it 
before I heard it… I’m finding out this information through reading independently and 
not through anyone else, not through professors. 
 
In undergraduate courses, she went on, this was different.  She said, “we were assigned readings, 




helped more. Yeah we would actually say it in class, discuss it in class, but here, things are so 
independent.”  Her undergraduate studies in English prepared her with a foundation of 
knowledge of linguistics, but terms from the field of education were new to her in her MATESL 
program.  She gave ‘scaffolding’ as an example.  “So I was prepared with linguistics, but I had to 
learn a lot of the education discourse independently.”   
 While Amal and I regularly discussed things via text and in comments on her Google 
Doc, I didn’t see her in-person again until well after spring semester was finished.  She wanted to 
meet to go over her thesis defense presentation (more than three weeks before her defense).  
Amal was frustrated that she didn’t have clarity on what she was supposed to do other than her 
advisor telling her she had 20-25 minutes to present.  Her friend sent her slides from her defense, 
and Amal tried to follow their organization, but because the research was so different, following 
that organization was unnecessarily difficult and didn’t make a lot of sense.  I wrote in my notes, 
“She is really focusing on this example in a way that’s not productive because the topic is so 
different and really focused on teaching so she’s trying to follow the format, but it doesn’t work 
and she’s really just making it harder on herself.”  We talked about different options (e.g. very 
light on literature review, focus on one or two pieces of data for all the examples, organize 
everything as answers to the research questions).  Amal asked if she could send me her slides 
after she worked on them more, and about a week later, she sent me an almost completely 
different presentation that was less modeled from her friend’s. 
 I asked her if she was excited to leave Urbana-Champaign and move on to her PhD 
program, and she said, “I haven’t been giving myself permission to be excited.”  However, 
between the end of classes and graduation, she impulsively flew to Arizona to look at 
apartments.  Amal wanted to meet with her new advisor, but it was too much of short notice, and 




looking forward to, a reasonable advisor!” she said.  No one at UIUC, she told me, had asked 
about her plans or where she was admitted or decided to go for her PhD.   
 Because of her scholarship, Amal’s next choices and career path are clearly defined and 
secure.  She will earn a PhD and return to Kuwait to be a faculty member in the department 
where she earned her undergraduate degree.  I asked her why she decided to take this career path, 
and she answered: 
I’m actually interested in research, believe it or not (laughs), it’s just my experience here 
was just a matter of luck and just being too trusting of my advisor… When I actually sat 
down and did like data collection, I was enjoying it, data collection and data analysis and 
coding.  It was overwhelming.  Once I got into it, I did find it enjoyable.  The same thing 
with writing, I feel like it’s kind of a muscle.  Like when I first started the program, it was 
so hard and frustrating but overtime, even though I was writing my thesis, like it’s hard, 
but I’m getting somewhere with it.  
 
We talked about the horrible feeling of being overwhelmed with choices of what to do and 
feeling like you have no idea what you’re doing and questioning why you ever considered 
academia as a viable option.  She said:  
Speaking to you and other PhD students, they’re telling me that this is not going to get 
clearer or easier, it’s just you have to learn how to deal with it… and people did tell me 
that before I started, that I’m never going to really be done with this feeling, but that’s 
one of the things that made me want to do it because the other career options where I’m 
from, it’s just like you peaked and it’s boring… with this career it’s like, ok I may not 
want to do research all the time, but it’s there and I can do it.  And the teaching part I do 
enjoy.  
 
 The next time I saw Amal was at her thesis defense in a windowless conference room in 
the Foreign Languages Building in early June.  Her advisor came in next, immediately making 
jokes and tells her that the thesis chair will be late.  Five of Amal’s classmates and friends came 
to see the defense, and we all made small talk as she stood at the front of the room with a straight 
face.  The thesis chair arrived seven minutes late, and immediately expressed his expectation that 
the presentation should be short.  The committee kicked us all out of the room for less than 90 




said, “I’ll throw my water bottle at you if you go over 30 minutes!”  She responded, “Ok, I’ll talk 
really fast!” with a smile.   
 Amal started her presentation, introduced her research, summarized the literature review, 
and started with the methodology when the chair interrupted her to interrogate her dichotomy of 
Arabic language to English language, specifically what it means for something to be “mostly” 
English or Arabic.  She skirted past the question without a serious answer.  He interrupted her 
again as she was reading a sample of her data to say, “This data is fantastic!” and she proceeded 
with a smile.  She finished her presentation in under 30 minutes, and the committee started their 
questions.  Mostly they were concerned with the context of the data and the importance of 
providing it in her thesis to help the readers make meaning.  For example, if the data was 
collected at a “store,” it is important to know what kind of store, a stall in a market or a big 
international chain?  The chair also asked questions related to her methodology, which she 
mostly took from his own work.  She answered his questions without hesitation.  Throughout, 
her face was straight and displayed serious focus.  I knew that she was extremely nervous 
because we talked about it, but if we hadn’t, I might interpret her demeanor as serious and 
focused without suspecting any nervousness.  Eventually the questions became quite casual and 
about her personal feelings about foreign workers in Kuwait rather than the linguistic phenomena 
she was investigating.  The committee sent all the students out for about two minutes before 
opening the door with a friendly, “Congratulations!”  Then Amal went back into the room to 
hear their feedback for revisions.  This was the last time I saw Amal as she went back to Kuwait 
the next day.  We continued to chat about the final edits and more personal things via text.  She 
deposited her thesis well before the deadline without any major issues and graduated in August. 
 For new Kuwaiti students coming to the US to earn a graduate degree, Amal suggested 




that there are less clearly defined expectations (e.g. in her case, taking a class with your advisor 
even if it’s not required, taking a research methods class even if it’s not required), so they need to 
talk to more experienced graduate students in their departments to get advice as soon as possible.  
She also suggested that they bring Arabic books (“they won’t have time to read them, but it’s 
nice to have them”) and their preferred fashion since they may not have their preferred style as 
available in the US.  Other than that, she said, “each person is different, so they should know 
themselves to know what the most important thing for them will be to do to adapt to live in a 
new place.”  About research, she advised new students to try to have a positive outlook, saying: 
You’re going to be doing a lot of research, reading, and writing.  I feel like if I really get 
into it and enjoy working with the people I’m working with, it’s just a good combination, 
but if one of those things isn’t good, I just have the personality of like, this sucks.  I’m 
trying to work on that, like be half full as opposed to half empty.  You should try to be 
half full.   
 
Amal’s Thesis  
 Amal’s thesis was a discourse analysis of code-switching behaviors of Kuwaiti citizens 
and foreign workers to investigate the emergence of a Kuwaiti English Pidgin.  Her research 
process started with a discussion of topics with her thesis chair.  She was originally interested in 
writing about an English literature book club in Kuwait, but her advisor suggested this topic, and 
she was happy with the idea and at the end was happy that she did.  She recorded conversations 
between Kuwaiti citizens and foreign workers in a variety of settings (e.g. customer service 
interactions, conversations between domestic workers and women in the house).  She then 
transcribed, transliterated and translated all the interactions and analyzed them to understand the 
motivations for code-switching between Arabic and English and for evidence of an emerging 
pidgin following the methodology of work done by her thesis chair.  She wrote the thesis from 




She defended in early-June, made revisions and deposited by late-June, and she graduated in 
August 2018.   
 She followed an introduction, literature review, methodology, findings, discussions, and 
conclusion organization.  I gave her feedback on several higher order concerns regarding 
conventions of organization.  For example, the early drafts of her literature review contained 
many references to her own study and its methodology.  For example, in a paragraph about 
previous research on the links between code-switching and other discursive practices, she wrote 
“The current study explores different discursive practices that are encompassed by code-
switching yet hold various functions depending on the context and interlocutors of interaction,” 
and then returned to discussing the literature.  Furthermore, some paragraphs of her literature 
review seemed to me as a reader to be discussion of her own research rather than a review of the 
literature.  Other parts of the literature review seemed to tread into methodology territory.  For 
example, “This present study does not adopt a conversation-analytic approach to the 
interpretation of speech data throughout the continuum, because the ultimate goal is to 
differentiate motivations behind participants’ bilingual behavior in three different levels…”  
Another piece of feedback that I gave her was to add a ‘gaps’ section to her literature review.  
Other than these issues of organization, most of her concerns were about not knowing what 
choice to make when there was no objectively right or wrong choice.   
 As Amal said in our first meeting, her issue was not English language but rather a 
concern for having appropriately academic conventions.  As she was writing, she asked me many 
questions related to APA citations (e.g. how to make an in-text citation for maps).  Analyzing all 
of the questions she asked me throughout the process, though, points to a deep concern about 
adhering to rules on issues where there is no clear right or wrong or rule. For example, she was 




whether or not to separate the findings and discussion sections or have them together.  One time I 
asked her, “Wouldn’t it be easier if there was just a generic template that you fill in with all the 
information related to your study?” and she answered “Oh yes please! Is there?!” Throughout our 
conversations on issues like this, I tried to emphasize that she was making rhetorical choices that 
would best make her point and make it clearly for the readers.  Her committee did not ask her to 
make any revisions to the organization of her thesis. 
Discussion 
 Amal is a serious and focused person who values her family, her country, her faith, and 
her professional goals.  Over the semester, we spent many hours together.  Many of those hours 
were me interviewing her for data collection, talking about her thesis, and sometimes simply 
doing work together.  Our time together was nearly always focused on discussing or doing 
academic work.  Even when we veered off the topics of my research or her dissertation, we still 
mainly focused on the field of TESOL and graduate student life.  
Amal’s Academic Acculturation  
Previous literature has identified variables that affect academic acculturation.  This 
section will discuss how these variables, and more, are related to Amal’s academic acculturation.  
For Amal, mismatched agendas, her funding source, her department’s context, and her individual 
disposition combined to create her main multi-layered academic issue of feeling like she did not 
have the guidance that she expected.   
English proficiency.  Amal’s English proficiency is native-like in my perception, and 
near native-like in her own perception.  All of her education had been delivered in English 
language, so she did not have to adjust to English language in schooling.  English language 




acculturation of international students, and as a highly proficient English speaker, Amal had no 
language-related issues.  
Help-seeking behaviors.  Amal demonstrated formal help-seeking behaviors related to 
her academics.  Previous to meeting with me, she had been to UIUC’s writing center for help 
with her thesis proposal on multiple occasions.  After meeting with me, we were regularly in 
touch with questions about her thesis, and she also used the SLCL data consultant support 
throughout her transcription and data analysis process.  Furthermore, she sought out regular 
feedback from her committee throughout the semester.  According to Bastien et al. (2018), these 
help-seeking behaviors are associated with positive acculturation processes.  Amal, though, 
perceived needing to seek help as negative because she felt she was compensating for something 
that someone else should have helped her with.  She told me that talking to me and the SLCL 
data consultant were the most helpful things for her thesis out of frustration towards her 
perceived negligence of who she expected to provide this help, her committee.     
Relationships with co-nationals and Americans.  Amal’s relationships with co-cultural 
peers provided comfort and support to her, which is consistent with previous research (Al-
Sharideh & Goe, 1998), but she did not maintain these relationships towards the end of her 
program.  For three out of four semesters at UIUC, she lived with a Saudi Arabian woman, and 
they cooked traditional food together and spoke Arabic at home.  While she didn’t “need” this 
interaction, she did say that it was nice to live with someone from a similar culture.  Amal also 
maintained friendships and traveled with single Saudi Arabian women on campus but was not 
close with any of the married Saudi Arabians.  When she spoke about her relationships with 
Saudi Arabian students, she took a neutral and diplomatic tone.  For example, when I mentioned 
research about Saudi Arabian students’ academic dishonesty, she said, “I have heard about that” 




they did not spend much time together because she was busy with her family.  Aside from Noor, 
her co-national and co-cultural friendships did not involve academics.   
Amal had several American friends from her department.  Other than Americans, she also 
spent a lot of time with Chinese international students from her department, especially the 
women.  She invited me to a dinner party with Noor and several female Chinese classmates, and 
every time I saw her around, she was with at least one female Chinese student, and they were 
always with their school materials.  She presented at a conference with a female American 
student.  Several female American and Chinese students came to her thesis defense.  She 
attended her friends’ thesis defenses, learned about professors’ preferences through talking with 
them, and modeled her defense after a friend’s.  Her relationships with other students in her 
department provided academic and social support.  Al-Sharideh and Goe (1998) found that 
relationships with host country nationals can sometimes cause acculturative stress from being 
made to feel like an outsider and discriminated against, but Amal did not mention any experience 
consistent with this.  In fact, she expressed that she wished that people asked more questions and 
were more open about talking about her differences.  
Mismatched agendas.  Amal’s academic acculturation was affected by mismatched 
agendas with her advisor and committee.  Her expectations for her relationship with them, the 
kind and frequency of feedback she received, how often she met with them, and how much direct 
guidance they provided were not met, and this was a persistent source of stress for her 
throughout the semester.  She expected to be told what to do, and that is not what her committee 
did.  Previous research (Cheng & Fox, 2008) suggests that having mismatched agendas is a 
source of acculturative stress for international students. 
Funding source.  Amal’s funding came from a university in Kuwait.  This funding 




faculty member at her university.  Acquiring this kind of scholarship from her university, she 
told me, was competitive, suggesting that her department selected her among many other 
candidates. This funding source affected Amal’s daily life at UIUC as well as her overall 
experience.  This source has many advantages, including that she did not have her time occupied 
by an assistantship and having peace of mind towards what happens after graduation.  However, 
this funding source could contribute to thinking about education as job training because her 
future employer is paying her to get this education as a prerequisite to the job.  This could allow 
her to think of tasks like writing her thesis not as an exploration of scholarly pursuits but as 
preparation for her future job.  These are not mutually exclusive perspectives, but Amal 
perceived her thesis as a step towards her career.  This could illuminate why she was frustrated 
that her committee treated it as a homework assignment while she saw it as the foundation to her 
career.  Her perception of the experience may have been different if she perceived it as a step 
towards her degree.  
Departmental context.  Factors about the educational setting, like the program itself, has 
been identified as a variable that affect academic acculturation (Cheng & Fox, 2008).  Amal’s 
program, MATESL, prepares teachers of English language and focuses on “practical matters” 
(UIUC MATESL).  This is another aspect of Amal’s experience with mismatched agendas.  For 
her, the MATESL program was a step towards her academic career, but the program focus is 
more towards preparing teachers of English language than preparing students for PhD programs 
and faculty positions.  As she mentioned, they do not require research courses, although students 
can take them as electives.  In some ways, her overall program was mismatched with her agenda.   
Individual disposition and goals.  Based on my perception and some of the other 
participants in this study’s perspectives, Amal was very focused on her school work to the point 




putting in the time to achieve that goal.  To her, her master’s thesis wasn’t a homework 
assignment that she needed to turn in to pass and get her diploma, it was a part of building her 
foundation for her career as an academic.  This disposition caused Amal additional stress in 
terms of mismatched agendas.  Her committee kept telling her not worry, but she was worried, 
and their attitude that she shouldn’t worry made her worry even more.  Another student with a 
different disposition in her place might take her committee’s message not to worry to heart and 
have a more relaxed attitude.  To her, “don’t worry,” didn’t mean that she was going to pass, it 
meant that no one was going to help her towards her goal of excellence.  Merely passing was not 
her goal. 
Furthermore, Amal was very committed to her preconception of what a committee should 
do, including how often they should meet with her and what kind of feedback they should 
provide.  This expectation for one thing and receiving another caused her a lot of stress.  In our 
first meeting, she said that her committee has a “hands-off approach.”  This perception is based 
on a subjective idea of what a committee “should” do.  Other students may believe that having 
weekly meetings with their advisor, and having the committee suggest the topic of research, 
transcription style, and analysis framework would be considered “hands-on.”  About a meeting 
with her advisor, she said that, “He just kept telling me that I’m doing fine,” and instead of 
taking that as reassurance, Amal became more stressed by this attitude when many students with 
different dispositions may take that as praise.  These expectations for what a relationship with an 
advisor and committee should be like may have come from her family background as her father 
is an English professor who advises graduate students and sits on committees.  Thus, Amal’s 
personal disposition and background may have greatly affected her overall academic 
acculturation, specifically her unmet expectations of faculty.   




Microsystem.  Amal’s microsystem consisted of her friends on campus, faculty on 
campus and in Kuwait, and her family and friends from before moving to Illinois.  
Understanding her interactions with these groups of people will help build an understanding of 
her ecological system. 
Relationships with co-national, international and American peers.  On campus, Amal 
had one co-national friendship; however, they did not spend much time together as she was 
usually busy with her family.  She also had connections with Kuwaitis around the country, 
including in nearby Chicago, who she visited for Kuwait’s national day.  While there weren’t 
many Kuwaitis in the community, Amal spent much time with Saudi Arabian students and lived 
with a Saudi Arabian woman for her first three semesters.  She never gossiped with me about 
them, though they gossiped to me about her.  Through other participants, I came to understand 
that especially in the semester I was collecting data, she had mostly withdrawn from her Saudi 
Arabian friends.  This could be based on logistics because she was no longer living with her 
Saudi roommate, who could have been her real source of connection to the group, because she 
graduated and moved home.  The other participants, though, felt that she was withdrawn because 
of her focus on school work, which they perceived as unhealthy.  Thus, while Amal never 
directly discussed anything positive or negative about her relationships with Saudi Arabians, it 
was clear that she prioritized school work over socializing with them, causing her to withdraw 
from them in her final semester.  
Relationships with faculty.  Amal’s perceptions of her relationships with faculty mostly 
centered around frustrations, regrets, and fears, making this aspect of her microsystem extremely 
fraught.  In the hours that we talked throughout the semester, she never mentioned or spoke of 
any faculty or staff as a source of support or reassurance.  She did not feel comfortable in the 




Funding Source. Amal’s funding source from her university in Kuwait meant that she 
did not have any work on campus, so this eliminates a sphere of social connection that many 
graduate students have.  However, it brings a source of connection, which many other graduate 
students do not have, with her alma mater and future employer.  As part of her funding, she 
regularly checked in with her department in Kuwait.  Her check-ins were with the faculty who 
selected her, who are her former professors and future colleagues.  Connecting to these people 
throughout her program may have allowed her to get some of the support she felt that she was 
missing from UIUC faculty, but it could also further her notion that they were unsupportive 
compared to faculty back home.   
 Friends and family in Kuwait and beyond.  Amal’s connections with her family in 
Kuwait and the UK were very important to her, and she told me that she was in regular contact 
with her mother and sisters.  Each week, she changed her Whatsapp and Facebook profile 
pictures to different pictures with her sisters.  Her apartment was full of framed photos of her 
with her family.  After the semester was over but before her thesis defense, Amal’s mom, who is 
in the middle of writing her own dissertation, came to visit her.  Amal’s father is an English 
professor in Kuwait.  While Amal said that her parents are too busy to help her with her own 
academic work, having one parent who is an English professor and another parent who is 
completing her own PhD degree means that Amal’s parents can understand and be empathetic to 
some of her experiences and struggles.  In fact, when her mother came, Amal told me that they 
were both planning to not do any academic work and fully take breaks.  This shows that her 
family support system is understanding of her and offers a lot of support. 
Macrosystem.  Amal’s macrosystem, the culture and attitudes of her society, shifted 
when she moved from Kuwait to Illinois.  However, this was a familiar shift for her.  She spent 




UK.  Her family is spread out around the world, but her closest family is in Kuwait and the UK. 
Shifting her macrosystem from Kuwait to Illinois, in many ways, was routine for her.  Shifting 
between a society that is predominantly Muslim, where her fashion sense, norms of gender 
separation, and more fits in with those around her to a society that is not predominantly Muslim, 
where her fashion sense stands out and where norms of gender separation are different has been a 
part of Amal’s entire life.  
Chronosystem.  Having lived her life between Kuwait, the UK, and now the US, is also 
significant to Amal’s chronosystem.  To narrow in on one particular event, moving to the UK for 
8th grade, about 10 years before she would come to the US, is a life event that likely had life-long 
impacts on her ecological system.  For Amal, moving to the US alone was certainly a significant 
transition that will also have life-long impacts, but seeing that transition through a lens of her life 
spent between two countries, often with her family split between them, allows us to see that this 
was only one transition between countries of many and that she was prepared for it and 
supported by her family.    
Language and Writing: Building Academic Literacy in the Linguistics Department 
Developing academic literacy, which Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) defines as the 
ability to adhere to norms of a discourse community, is an important aspect of graduate students 
across the disciplines.  Academic literacy includes following disciplinary conventions, including 
about its epistemology, ideology, and ontology.  Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) argue that this 
process is much like learning a foreign language.  For Noor and Amal, building academic 
literacy was not impeded by English language proficiency as they were both highly proficient 
before starting in their programs.  This study does not claim to assess whether or not participants 
have achieved academic literacy but passing her thesis defense suggests that her committee 




MA.  For Noor, the divergence between her two course papers shows that when she takes time, 
she has demonstrated her suitability for PhD studies as her advisor has approved her to be on the 
PhD track.  However, her other course paper, which lacks citations, includes personal opinions, 
and other issues does not provide evidence that she has achieved academic literacy.  However, 
her perception that the paper is “cringey” and her overall admonishments of it suggests that she 
understands that it is not appropriate for her field and level.   
Being proficient English speakers does not mean that Noor and Amal’s process of 
building academic literacy has been smooth.  They had some shared and some individualized 
issues.  Feedback from professors was a shared concern for both Noor and Amal.  Noor talked a 
lot about the lack of feedback, specifically positive feedback, that she received in her courses and 
from her advisor.  In her undergraduate program in Bahrain, she told me that instructors and 
students develop close relationships and that she was always praised for her work and given a lot 
of encouragement, which she felt is not the case for her at UIUC.  Similarly, Amal said that she 
received little positive feedback on course papers at UIUC.  She felt that she had to actively seek 
out feedback from her thesis committee at UIUC, but in her undergraduate program in Kuwait, 
she received a lot of feedback, both positive and critical.  While Noor suggested that this is a 
difference between education in Bahrain and education in the US, Amal suggested that this is a 
difference between undergraduate education and graduate education.  Regardless of the origin of 
the difference, feedback from those who already have academic literacy, like faculty in their 
home departments, is an important contribution for students building it that both Noor and Amal 
felt they were missing.   
Beyond feedback, both Noor and Amal felt that they were lacking the kind of guidance 
that could help them establish academic literacy.  When I asked Noor to give me examples of 




given her a list of things that she should learn and know.  In terms of making choices for 
transcription style, data analysis methods, and other issues related to her thesis, Amal also 
wanted more guidance than she was given.  However, according to research about how graduate 
students build academic literacy, Noor and Amal shouldn’t have expected to have a close master-
apprentice relationship with their advisors because more often for graduate students, academic 
literacy is built through relationships with graduate student peers in their field.  Both had the 
kind of relationships with their peer that could help their development of academic literacy.  
Beyond informal relationships with classmates and officemates, the Linguistics Department also 
offers graduate assistants who advise on research issues, which is an institutional resource for 
building academic literacy through slightly more advanced peers.  While Noor and Amal focused 
on their feeling that they were missing something that they felt should come through feedback 
from faculty, their experience of building academic literacy through other means is the norm for 
graduate students according to Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995). 
Department of Food Science and Human Nutrition: Fiona and Jamilah  
“Sometimes when another people they speak English very well, they use a lot of words they 
would speak in Arabic.  I know these words, but I don’t have the courage to use it.”  -Fiona 
Fiona 
I first met Fiona in summer 2017 when she came to UIUC’s writing center where I was a 
consultant.  I realized her name was Arabic (the story behind her selection of the pseudonym of 
Fiona will be provided later in this section) and was excited for the session because we rarely 
worked with Arab students at the writing center.  I went to the waiting room to call her name, 
and she was dressed in tight jeans, a long sleeve flannel shirt, and without a hijab.  In our 
opening conversation, she told me that she was from Saudi Arabia, and I didn’t say it at the time, 




she was violating her cultural norms.  I joked with her in Arabic about her hometown, and she 
laughed and remarked she was surprised that I knew Arabic or where she was from and that I had 
a Gulfi accent in Arabic.   
Fiona came to the writing center with a Human Subjects Review Board IRB application 
for a research project she was working on with her advisor.  Through our discussion, I learned 
that she did not know the purpose of the human subject research review and had never had any 
instruction on the application process.  When Fiona asked her advisor about what she was 
supposed to do for it, he told her to come to the writing center.  While her application was full of 
minor grammar issues, the bigger concern was her misuse of vocabulary and generality of 
answers.  Even when the language in her answers was syntactically correct, it was not specific 
enough for an IRB application.  Throughout the hour-long session, she was shaking her leg and 
bouncing around in her chair, and she complained of being tired and hungry because she was 
fasting for Ramadan.  I guided her on the language of the IRB application as best as I could, but 
there were many issues that I could not help with because only her advisor, the PI, would know 
the answer.  I gave her a list of questions to ask her advisor about the logistics of the study and 
encouraged her to come back to see me.  Fiona did, and we worked on correcting all of the 
grammar together and making it more specific.  She complained throughout both sessions that 
she doesn’t know how to spell and that she hates writing.  I knew that even though I wasn’t 
settled on a specific research topic, she would likely fit my participant criteria.  We left the final 
session with an informal agreement that I would be contacting her later to see about participating 
in my study, and she told me that she was excited about it.   
 Once I was ready to recruit participants in January 2018, I emailed and texted Fiona.  I 
reminded her of our sessions over the summer and sent her my official participant recruitment 




participate,” so I sent her some times that I was free and suggested meeting in the Espresso 
Royale in the UGL library tunnel.  She responded with, “it’s work with me” but without 
specifying which time.  After several backs and forths, we settled on a time.  When she arrived, I 
was talking with Amal, and I noticed her see me, see Amal and then suddenly walk away to 
where I couldn’t see her.  A few moments after Amal left, she came over to me and without any 
greeting said, “You’re gonna compare me with Amal?!  I’m not like her, you can’t compare!”  I 
assured her that I wasn’t going to compare them but asked what she meant by saying that she 
wasn’t like Amal.  She said, “she’s like a native speaker, she’s studying English teaching!”  
Department Context: Department of Food Science and Human Nutrition 
 In order to understand Fiona and Jamilah’s experiences in their program, its context must 
be explored.  UIUC’s Food Science and Human Nutrition (FSHN) program is in the College of 
Agriculture, Consumer Economics, and Environmental Sciences.  The department offers MS and 
PhD degrees, and students can choose to specialize in clinical nutrition, community nutrition, 
functional foods, exercise, and the interaction between nutrition and disease.  The graduate 
programs have over 150 students, about a third of whom are in the online program.  UIUC’s MS 
in FSHN is ranked as the #2 Nutrition program in the US according to The Best Schools (2018).  
Nutrition Certificate Reviews also lists it as one of the top 10 graduate programs in Nutrition in 
North America (NCR, 2018).  Both rankings list the numerous research opportunities as an 
attribute of the program.  The MS program has a thesis and non-thesis track.  The curriculum for 
the non-thesis track includes seven core courses (18 credit hours) and six credit hours of elective 
courses, and eight hours of internship credits.  MS and PhD students must have a faculty member 
who has agreed to serve as their advisor before being admitted to the program.   
 According to my communication with the director of student services for the FSHN 




BA degrees from English-medium institutions have a higher chance of being admitted.  The 
program requires a minimum 3.0 GPA from undergraduate, a GRE score, three letters of 
reference, and a TOEFL score of 79 or IELTS score of 6.5.  According to UIUC’s graduate 
education dashboard (which averaged data from 2012-2016 for these statistics), 32 % of MS 
students are international, and 59 % of PhD students are international.  The MS program admits 
30 % of applicants, and the PhD program admits 15 % of applicants.  Students in both the MS 
and PhD programs are more than 65 % female.  In the MS program, 28 % of students are 
supported by the department, most commonly with research assistantships.  In the PhD program, 
77 % of students are supported, also most commonly with research assistantships.  More than 
half of students in the department pay their own tuition and fees.  Almost 2 % of graduates of the 
FSHN program live in Saudi Arabia (Graduate Education Dashboard), which makes it the most 
commonly studied field for Saudi Arabians at UIUC.  
Fiona   
 Fiona was born and raised in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, which is a port town and has the 
reputation of being the most international and liberal city in the country.  At the time of this 
research, she was in her fourth and final semester of her MS in the FSHN program and funded by 
the King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP).  She was medium height and build, had big 
wide eyes, had blond highlights in her hair long straight hair, and usually wore black plastic 
framed glasses unless she was wearing her contacts.  She usually wore long sleeve shirts and 
long pants and always was without hijab.   
“My parents, they are obsessed with education, education, education,” she told me.  
Before she was born, her father and mother lived in the US while her father earned his master’s 
degree in Math.  Her oldest brother was born in the US and came here with his wife for his 




primary school teacher at the public school where she went.  Primary school, she told me, was a 
terrible time for her.  The teachers complained that she had a bad attitude and that she didn’t pay 
attention, but when they called on her to shame her for being bad, she always knew the right 
answer.  “My math teacher, she kicked me out from the class every day, making me sit outside 
the door in the hall.  I got the highest grade on the midterm, and she was so mad!” 
 The worst classes, though, were reading and writing in Arabic.  “When the teacher asked 
me to read, I hope the bell ring at that time.  When I read, all the students laugh,” she told me.  
When she was called on to read, she would pretend that she couldn’t find the right page and 
randomly jumped from line to line and hoped that the bell would ring.  Her voice becoming 
stressed with excitement, she started into a story that she told me would explain exactly how bad 
it was for her.  When she was in the 5th grade, the reading and writing teacher made a meeting 
with her and all her teachers.  They sat in a circle around her, and the teacher gave her a book 
and “yelled at” her to read it.  Surrounded by all her teachers, she held the book in her hands and 
cried.  For her telling of the story, she picked up a book from the table and held it as she did that 
day and cartoonishly pretended to cry to help recreate her story.  “Yeah, I can’t read, don’t put 
me in this bad situation, just give me a bad grade!”  The other teachers were surprised that she 
couldn’t read because she was the “most smart student.”  “I always had a deep understanding of 
math, and I could really explain anything about any math question or answer, but not for reading 
and writing.  I’m suffering from reading in writing in elementary school.”  Throughout our talk, 
she was shaking her leg, touching anything on the table in front of her, picking things up and 
putting them down.  She was never still. 
 In high school, things were better because there was less focus on reading and writing in 
Arabic because she was on the science and math track.  She didn’t “escape from” writing all 




mostly teachers gave the students five paragraphs in English, and then students would be tested 
on one of them.  They would have to simply write the memorized paragraph.  Her parents, 
though, wanted their children to learn more English than they were learning in schools, so they 
sent Fiona and her siblings to English language summer camps in the UK when she was in high 
school.  “That’s where I found out that I’m dyslexic,” she told me.  I asked her to tell me about 
that, and she said: 
This teacher, he was looking at my writing and looking at me.  He asked me am I good at 
writing and reading in Arabic.  He gave me something to read out loud, and I told him 
please no I don’t want, but he asked me try, and I just kept jumping from line to line.  He 
looked at me and told me I’m dyslexic, so I will never be able to learn to write in any 
language no matter the language.  When I look at the words on the page, my eyes just go 
[she put one index finger in front of each eye and pointed in different directions]. 
 
“Do you think he was right?” I asked.  “Of course! All the words just go,” and she gestured again 
with her fingers in front of her eyes.  I started typing a note to myself and she laughed and said, 
“I’m glad that my suffering is interesting for you! It should help somebody!” 
 Despite her troubles with reading and writing, Fiona graduated with good grades and 
went on to study Nutrition at a university in her hometown of Jeddah.  She wanted to study 
medicine, but her test scores weren’t high enough, so she chose the field most related to 
medicine that her scores would allow her to study.  After graduation, she worked for a year as a 
dietician at a hospital there and found it exciting and interesting.  “My problems are nothing in 
front of those with cancer,” she said, “so it made me grateful for my life.”  After working for one 
year, she decided she wanted to study in the US, like her brother and father.  “Nutrition is new 
field in Saudi, so if I want to learn more, I should come here,” she told me.  “I didn’t want just to 
have a job and do same thing again and again, I want to have different experience.”    
 She went to Miami by herself to study at an IEP.  When I asked how she felt about 
coming alone, she dramatically threw her hand to the side and said, “Pfffffft, I was a baby, and I 




would be fine on her own.  As soon as she could, she learned to drive and bought a car.  She 
made a lot of friends with her classmates, who were mostly from Latin America, Brazil, and 
Kuwait.  Writing classes, though, were again a struggle in her life.  She explained her issues with 
writing classes: 
I was suffering from writing, honestly, I took like three, four tutors to help me pass those 
exams.  The tutors always give me this comment, your speaking is very well but your 
writing is very awful.  They tell me write what you speak right now, but I couldn’t.  One 
of the tutors said you are different person in writing – this writing is not from this person. 
 
As my time with Fiona went on, I shared this opinion.  Her speech contained many grammatical 
errors, but she was always understandable and very expressive with non-verbal communication 
with her face and body movements.  Her text messages, however, were often totally 
incomprehensible.  She almost always dropped the “I” pronoun in her texts.  For example, “Pick 
the restaurant am open.”  She often didn’t respond to my texts for several days and finally would 
send the exact same message each time, “Sorry am late response,” before answering my 
question.  Eventually, we moved towards only communicating with voice memos rather than 
texts, which worked out well because she almost always responded within the hour when I sent 
her a voice memo. 
 Writing, though, was not her main or only issue in her English language program.  
Instead, she described the ILETS, TOEFL, and GRE as the biggest challenge.  She took the 
ILETS eight times and made little change to her score each time.  “I always get 4.5.  My 
speaking I get 7 or 7.5, but the worst score is writing.”  Eventually she had taken and passed all 
of the English courses at her English language program but still didn’t have the scores she 
needed on these tests.  She switched to another English language institution in Miami and 
continued taking classes.  Finally, at the end of the 16 months of English study supported by the 
KASP, she received admission to UIUC’s FSHN program.  While the admissions information for 




a 5.5 on the ILETS and no GRE score.  UIUC’s program was highly ranked, Fiona said, but she 
applied anyways because a friend was admitted with lower scores than listed in the requirements.  
She came to visit the campus for an interview with a faculty member in the department, and he 
told her that he would be her advisor, and she was admitted.   
 I wanted to learn more about Fiona’s issues with reading and writing in both Arabic and 
English, so I asked her about any reading or writing she does that’s not related to academics.  
“No, nothing,” she answered.  “What about Snapchat?  Don’t you use Snapchat? Or Twitter?” I 
asked.  She answered: 
No, no Twitter.  I make Snapchat posts without any caption unless I can ask someone if 
it’s all right.  Once I posted a picture of my niece with the (English) caption of ‘I miss 
you so much I want to huge you’ - hug with an e.  Immediately everyone is messaging 
me how I am a master’s student in the US and don’t know to spell hug?  Ok, now I don’t 
send any caption!  In the Whatsapp group chats, oh my god I never talk. 
 
With her family, though, she told me that she is comfortable texting because “they understand 
me.”  
 I next saw Fiona a week later.  We agreed on a meeting time and place at the end of our 
first meeting, and she didn’t write it down, so I thought there would be a good chance that she 
wouldn’t show up.  She got there right on time but looked stressed out and frazzled.  She sat 
down in front of me with her eyes wide and with a big sigh.  She told me that she was just 
coming from two classes and was annoyed that she just got back a grade where her instructor 
took off points for grammar even though the rubric for the assignment didn’t attribute any 
potential points to grammar.  “I have history with her,” she told me.  In a previous class with the 
same instructor, Fiona submitted homework online under the wrong link, and she got a 0 on it 
even though she submitted it on time, which was clear from the online timestamp.  When she 
realized that she submitted it under the wrong link, she asked the instructor if she could still get 




email with “Dr. ‘first name’,” and she responded without an answer to the question but said not 
to call her by her first name.  Fiona went on, “I am understand that I have to learn American 
culture here because in my country no one use and no one even know the last name so it’s weird 
for me to call her by her last name.  I know I need to learn the culture here, but I hear people call 
her by her first name and she knows that I am international student.” 
 We went on to talk about her experience transitioning from her English language 
program in Miami to her master’s program at UIUC.  With her 5.5 ILETS, she didn’t meet the 
program’s requirements of a 6.5, but as her friend told her, it was possible to get admitted 
without those scores.  Fiona believes that she was considered for an interview because her 
undergraduate GPA was high, and after the interview, she was admitted.  After she was admitted, 
she went back to Jeddah for two months before the semester started.  She researched Urbana-
Champaign online, found the Saudi Arabian student group, arranged housing with another Saudi 
Arabian student, and the group arranged airport pick up for her, so the logistics of the move were 
very smooth.   
 Classes started off well, she told me.  Her grades were mostly As and Bs, and most of 
these grades came from exams.  Most of the content covered, she told me, she already knew, but 
not necessarily in English.  After her first semester, she started doing research work in her 
advisor’s lab.  “Oh, so were you a research assistant?” I asked her.  “No, no I am just working for 
him in his lab doing that for free.”  “So when you came to the writing center with your IRB 
application for the study, that wasn’t a part of your job, you’re volunteering on the project?” I 
asked.  She explained that she’s on the KASP, so she doesn’t need an assistantship, but when he 
offered to let her work in his lab, she saw it as an opportunity to get experience.  However, 
sometimes she’s confused about whether or not she should be doing such a large workload for 




but this semester not so much.”  For the research project, she was recruiting participants and 
doing participant intake, which happened during finals week, so she had to do everything around 
her study and exam schedule.  “I love this experience, I love the work,” she told me, “but 
sometimes I feel that he use me.”  She shrugged and smiled and said, “I’m here to learn, so it’s 
fine.”   
 In addition to her courses for her Nutrition program, for the first year at UIUC, she had 
ESL classes.  Fiona took the pronunciation class and the 511 and 512 writing classes.  Being 
placed into these classes shows that her ILETS and English language placement test were among 
the lowest that UIUC accepts.  The writing classes, she told me, didn’t help her with English 
language, but they did help her learn about the structure of an academic paper, so she knows 
what to read.  Additionally, she said that she learned a lot about nutrition by doing her 
assignments for the class.  “I thought this class should be about grammar or something, but we 
never talked about grammar at all,” she said.  Instead, they read articles from their own fields and 
identified what information can be found in which part, which she summarized as figuring out 
how to read “full academic writing.”  In that way, it helped her prepare for her Nutrition classes, 
but she didn’t see it as helping her with learning English language.   
 Most of her academic work for her FSHN courses involves group work on presentations, 
and short written assignments, which are usually, “like to explain about something in one page.”  
She has never written a paper for a FSHN course that was longer than five pages.  For feedback 
on these written assignments, the instructors usually “just say ‘good ideas’ or say ‘you have 
grammar errors’.”  She went on, “one time the instructor, she highlighted three grammar errors 
and the feedback was I have grammar errors, and I thought, ‘wow only three. I’m amazing!’”  
She showed me some of her assignments on her online course management pages.  Even though 




and just as she said, the feedback said only “you have grammar errors.”  She pointed at it, and 
with wide eyes she said, “three only three!”  In a separate meeting where we didn’t discuss her 
academics or writing, she, unprompted, pulled out her computer to show me some recent 
assignments and feedback.  She went to a one-page writing assignment where she earned 29 out 
of 30 points, and the only feedback was a single word: “grammar.”  I looked at some of her 
assignments, and noticed that her writing was informal, mostly used simple sentences, and 
contained many of the same grammar errors she made in speech.   
 The longest paper that she wrote was for ESL 512, when students had to write a literature 
review of a topic in their fields.  (More information about this course will be provided through an 
interview with the instructor, starting on page 215).  In total, her literature review was 14 pages.  
She said that she loved this assignment because it was the first and only time that she’s been able 
to write about a topic that she selected.  She wrote about which diets are the best for reducing 
obesity, which is related to the research project she works on with her advisor.  She did not have 
the same praise for the first course in the ESL writing sequence.  “511, it’s really bad.  It’s talked 
about robot police and that’s not interesting for me at all!  Also, about animal rights (she 
laughed), oh no, what about people rights!  People are dying!  The topics are really bad!”  
Writing about her own choice of topic from her field, though, felt productive and interesting.  I 
asked her if she thought that this assignment helped her prepare for writing in her Nutrition 
classes, and she said, “No, no, no, not at all.”  She explained that in Nutrition classes, they don’t 
write literature reviews, so learning the structure and writing it was not related to the writing that 
she did for other classes.  However, she learned a lot about which diets are the best for reducing 
obesity, how to search for articles on a certain topic, and how to read them, find the most 




 In order to understand Fiona’s engagement with UIUC’s campus and the Urbana-
Champaign community, I asked her questions about her participation with clubs (“no, none”), 
what she thinks about Unofficial (“no idea”), and Chief Illiniwek (“no idea”).  This conversation 
took place about a week before the scheduled start of the GEO strike, and she said that she had 
never heard of GEO, the graduate student employee union, or any strike, protests, or issues with 
contracts.   
 In the FSHN master’s program, most of her classmates are American, many are from 
China, and some from Latin America.  I asked if she was friends with any of her classmates, and 
she said no, but sometimes she talks to a Saudi Arabian man who is a PhD student in Nutrition, 
and her officemate, who is a Jordanian PhD student in Nutrition.  “Two or three Americans say 
hi and make small talk about school.  I brought them dates when I came back from home, but we 
are not friends for go eating dinner or talking about life.”  The Latin American students, she told 
me, are friendlier than the American students, but they usually speak Spanish with each other 
when she is around them, so she doesn’t know how to connect with them.  “My friends at home 
they asked me about my American friends, and I say to them no I do not have,” she said.  She 
and all her other Saudi Arabian female friends don’t have American friends, she told me.  Most 
of them are friends with the Indians and Pakistanis in their programs.  During this conversation 
she also told me that she likes coming to meet with me because “I’m talking to an American 
finally!”  English teachers, she told me, were always nice and caring, but talking to them is not 
like talking to a friend. 
 I asked Fiona who she spends her time with, and she said that it was mostly with other 
single Saudi Arabian women.  In her first year, she lived with a Saudi Arabian woman, but she 
lived alone for her second year.  “I like home all the time,” she explained.  Usually she spends 




she does go out, it’s usually with Saudi Arabian women, particularly the other single ones.  They 
often go together to restaurants and movies, and sometimes they study independently together 
since they are not in the same programs but like spending time together.  When she needs to talk 
about something specific to Nutrition, she talks to her Jordanian lab mate, who is a PhD student.  
Additionally, there is a Pakistani PhD student who works in a neighboring lab who she talks to 
when she sees her, but they aren’t very close.  I asked her if she knew the word acquaintance, 
and she didn’t, so I explained it, and she agreed that this was an acquaintance.    
 While most of her social relationships are with Saudi Arabian women, there are some 
who “don’t want to deal with me because I am not wear a hijab.”  She told me about a specific 
experience to illustrate her point: 
Some girls does not want to talk to me because of this.  One time one of my friend was 
talk to me and was nice and then her husband saw her with me and told her not to talk to 
me, and then she didn’t talk to me.  She tried to avoid me after that.  This is what I do not 
like about my country.  This was because her husband said, but for others they don’t want 
to deal with me from the beginning. 
 
She went on to discuss what she feels is a double standard for men and women Saudi Arabians in 
the US, saying, “If I had a boyfriend, I would hide it.  My people would not accept it.  Even if 
the boys do [have girlfriends].  I don’t know why men have all this.”  When it comes to social 
relationships with Saudi Arabians, she told me that she feels more comfortable communicating 
with and being around other people from Jeddah.   
In a much later discussion, she told me about her relationship with Jamilah, another 
Nutrition student and participant in this study who will be discussed next.  While they are both 
Saudi Arabian and both in my study and know that the other is in my study, they avoided 
mentioning each other even when I specifically asked them about other Saudi Arabian Nutrition 
students.  According to Fiona, when Jamilah was new at the IEI, she met her and learned that she 




but Jamilah never contacted her.  Later, she found out that Jamilah had interviewed with Fiona’s 
advisor and been accepted by him without ever having asked Fiona about anything.  She didn’t 
like that she offered to help her but was totally ignored.   
 When I asked Fiona about what pseudonym she wanted me to use for her in my study, 
she thought about it for a while.  I told her that she can use an Arabic name, a French name, an 
American name, any name that she wanted.  She continued to think about it and then decided on 
Fiona and without me asking she said, “because of Shameless.”  Shameless is a TV show on the 
Showtime premium cable network.  “Why ‘Fiona’?” I asked.  She said, “because she’s 
independent and she does everything for herself and her family is important to her.”  On 
Shameless, Fiona is the oldest sibling out of six siblings whose parents don’t take care of them, 
so she is the head of the family.  She also battles with sex addiction and substance abuse issues 
throughout the series.  We then had a conversation about Shameless, particularly whether or not I 
felt that it is realistic.  Like most TV, I explained, I think it’s rooted in some truth of people’s 
experience but is much more exciting, dramatic, and extreme than real life because it’s a TV 
show.  She picked some specific events that happened on the show and asked me if I thought that 
they were realistic (e.g. a 13-year-old getting pregnant and wanting to keep the baby).  Each 
thing seemed possible, but I told her that I don’t think all of those things happening to the same 
family seemed possible.  As we concluded our conversation, she told me that she’s enjoying 
talking with me and looked forward to our next meeting.    
 Anytime the issues of cultural adjustment came up, Fiona was quick to tell me that she 
did not experience “culture shock” (her words, not mine) when she arrived to the US.  She 
explained that she felt that the idea that she should have “culture shock” was offensive to her.  
“Everyone is asking me, ‘Oh did you have culture shock about arriving to America?’  No, my 




rich.  “They have a stereotype that I really don’t like that they say you Saudi, so you are rich, the 
only value that we have is that we are rich.  They don’t see any value of us.  That’s not true.  My 
father and mother work very hard, they are employees.  I was an employee.”  However, she went 
on to say that she doesn’t receive a lot of comments about being Saudi Arabian because people 
think that she’s from India or Pakistan.  When people do find out that she’s Saudi, most of the 
stereotypes she reported hearing about were about Islam.  “The first question they ask me is that 
an Arab man can marry four women.”  
 While we usually met in the Espresso Royale in the UGL tunnel, one time I met her in 
the lobby of the building that houses her program.  She showed me the lab, noting that she did 
very little work in the actual lab personally, but rather she worked at a desk in the back of the 
lab.  On the way to her desk, she introduced me to her Jordanian lab mate telling her in Arabic 
that I was studying Fiona’s struggles with English.  Her lab mate said, in English, “oh yes, she is 
suffering!  Me too, I’m suffering!”  When she tried to introduce me, though, it was clear that she 
didn’t know my name or possibly she wasn’t sure how to say it, so I had to fill in the blank with 
my name as she introduced me.  We sat down at her desk, which was big, metal, and probably 
older than either of us.  On her desk she had a desktop computer, a disorderly pile of textbooks 
and notebooks, a box of peanut butter protein bars, and a snow globe with Santa in his sleigh 
being led by his reindeer.   Throughout our conversation, as usual, she bounced around, shook 
her leg, and picked up, shook and put down the snow globe over and over.   
 As a Nutrition student, I was interested in her ideas about protein bars and hearing her 
reasoning for choosing them.  She told me that she chose those because it has a good balance of 
protein to fat with little sugar.  I asked if she could give me any specific rule that would help me 
be able to choose a meal replacement like that for when I was busy and on the go.  “That’s the 




on, “everyone wants a secret and to know what one thing to eat and what to not to eat, but that’s 
wrong.”  Instead, she said, it’s about balancing.  Generally, people have a lot of misconceptions 
about what is healthy or not (e.g. “ok it doesn’t have a lot of fat, it doesn’t mean it’s gonna be 
good for you”).  These misconceptions and a desire for a magic ingredient is why her dream is to 
teach Nutrition students rather than the general public.  We both agreed that broccoli was our 
favorite vegetable, but she told me that the only way for your body to receive the full nutritional 
benefits available in broccoli was to balance it with vitamin C because the vitamin C is necessary 
for the nutrients in broccoli to fully process in the body.  “It’s like the same with calcium and 
vitamin D.  You see a lot of milk ‘fortified with vitamin D’ because they help each other be 
processed by the body so that the body receives full benefits of both.”  So, she explained, looking 
for one secret ingredient or one tip to lose weight makes it seem like Nutrition is a simple 
science, but it is not.  I told her that that’s exactly how I feel when ESL students ask me about 
the secret to learning vocabulary or sounding native.  “Oh my god, I never thought about it, it’s 
true it’s the same!” she exclaimed with wide eyes.   
The research project she’s involved in explores the effectiveness of Nutrition lessons.  
The participants are obese people whose doctors have urged them to lose weight to minimize 
their health problems.  They recruited patients from a local hospital, gave them a pretest about 
nutritional knowledge, gave them scales that record and send their daily weight to the lab, have 
them keep a food diary, and give them Nutrition lessons.  She doesn’t deliver the Nutrition 
lessons, which she thinks are above the level of the participants.  She said, “even I get confused 
about them.  They are too much scientific for these people.”  The lessons are delivered by an 
American graduate student, and although they had seen each other on a regular basis for almost a 
year, she didn’t know her name and said that they had never talked about anything other than the 




I asked Fiona about the books and notebooks on her desk.  The top book was her 
biochemistry book, and she told me that the book was old but that she is starting to study for her 
final oral exam that would take place in July.  She flipped through the book and showed me her 
heavy highlights and notes.  She was starting with Biochemistry because it was the hardest.  Her 
strategy was to start with that and then review everything and then review everything again.  
Starting with Biochemistry ensured that it would be the topic she reviewed the most.  A lot of her 
notes were simply the Arabic translation of a word, and she had a color-coded strategy for 
highlighting to help prioritize what was the most important and what she knew the least about. 
Her final exam would be a series of questions asked to her by a committee of FSHN 
faculty.  The first thing she did to prepare was to make a schedule of something to study 
everyday between then (March) and the exam date in July.  To learn about how to best prepare 
for it, she talked to other students who had done it.  Their advice was to start early and make a 
plan to study, which is what she was doing.  That day her task was to study about iodine.  She 
showed me the pages she was studying from, and I asked her some questions.  While I didn’t 
totally understand her answers because I am not familiar with the science, it seemed that she 
wasn’t just repeating things she memorized from the book, and she delivered the information 
with confidence.  Other students told her that the committee can ask her about anything.  One of 
them brought cookies to the exam, and the first question they asked her was to explain what is in 
the cookies and what those things will do to their bodies.  “I’m not gonna bring anything!” she 
said with a laugh. 
While I was visiting her office, she took me to meet her advisor.  She knocked on his 
partially open door and said that she has someone she wanted to introduce him to.  He was an 
East Asian man who seemed beyond typical retirement age based on his physical appearance and 




is [name], he is like my father here!” and he smiled but shook his head to indicate “no” and said 
“no, no I am not!”  She told him that I am an Education PhD student who is researching women 
from the Arab Gulf, and he said, “oh, they are happy and hardworking students.”  I had already 
googled and read about him, so I knew that all of his current advisees were Arab.  We discussed 
the other students, including Jamilah (discussed in the next section) and that he likes working 
with them.  He spoke very generally and only said positive things about his students.  According 
to Fiona, his students are all Arab out of coincidence, but he has said that he likes Muslim 
people.  
After finals, Fiona went on a vacation to Los Angeles with Saudi Arabian and Kuwaiti 
friends from when she was studying in Miami.  When she returned, we met at an Indian 
restaurant to have lunch.  We talked about how studying for her final exam was going, and she 
said that now the main problem was with one of her committee members.  She said: 
I asked him about what I should do to prepare, and most of the time you need to tell them 
what topic you are really interested in or which area to study, and one of them, he said, 
“Oh just study all Nutrition.  He told me, “Don’t think that if you study hard you are 
going to pass, you need to practice, you need to do it with someone.  I told him I don’t 
have someone here, it’s just me…”  He scared me a lot but right now I’m fine.  I was 
depressed, and I didn’t want to do this exam, I just want to take the flight ticket and run 
away, I don’t want to do this, but right now I’m fine.  
 
I asked about what she’s been doing to prepare, and she answered: 
I just study every day, every day. I just go to my room and study and sometimes do 
something fun but that’s it mainly study and study. Right now, I finished review all my 
courses the three major courses that I needed to review so I finished them and I start to 
review it again and after that maybe I’m going to read something. 
 
I had seen her studying in the library a couple of times before this meeting, and I continued to 
see her there on a regular basis in the afternoons, going through her books and testing herself on 
flash cards.  Even though people told her that she needed to study with another student who can 
quiz her, she didn’t because she said that it wasn’t possible as all of her friends were gone for the 




 The day we met at the restaurant was the day after Saudi Arabia lifted the ban on women 
driving.  I didn’t mention it, but Fiona pulled out her phone to show me Snapchat videos of 
women driving and people celebrating in the streets.  “Are you gonna drive when you get 
home?” I asked her.  “Uh, no, I don’t think so.  I think our society needs to deal with it and get 
normal and then I will.  It’s not a big deal for me, I don’t see why people are make it a big deal.”  
Despite saying that she didn’t think it was a big deal, she continued to show me pictures and 
videos of women driving until the waiter came. 
 When he did, Fiona hadn’t yet opened the menu.  She ordered a standard Indian dish that 
would be available at any Indian restaurant in the US and asked the waiter what appetizers they 
have.  He opened her menu and pointed at them, and she said, “Never mind, just stick with the 
main dish.”  After he left, I said that “stick with the main dish” is a great example of her 
sounding fluent in English.  She said, “oh my god, I hate speaking English. my English I think 
it’s really bad, but I am keep going and I think it’s fine.”  She went on to compare herself to her 
friends, saying: 
Sometimes when another people they speak English very well, they use a lot of words 
they would speak in Arabic.  I know these words, but I don’t have the courage to use it.  I 
feel like, oh no that’s wrong. It is supposed to be a verb not an adjective, oh whatever 
don’t use it!  Like today I would like to say ‘thank you for your offer’ or ‘thank you for 
offering’ [referring to our text conversation prior to lunch]. 
 
In addition to her avoidance of reading the menu, Fiona told me about several other things that 
suggest that she avoids reading or doesn’t remember what she reads.  I asked her where she 
usually goes to eat, and instead of saying a restaurant by name, she described the signs (e.g. “the 
blue sign sushi place”).  She also said that she goes to Starbucks a lot, but she hates that they 
change the specials menu so often.  She likes to go and just point at whatever picture is on the 
special menu board, and she always hopes that it’s vanilla, but she can’t order vanilla because 




 Earlier in the conversation, Fiona had mentioned that she was feeling depressed while 
studying for her exam, but later in the conversation, she went into more depth about what she 
was dealing with.  She didn’t want to get up in the morning.  She only thought about the test all 
day, every day.  She couldn’t sleep because she was only thinking about the test.  Finally, a 
couple of weeks before, Fiona decided to go to the Counseling Center to talk to someone about 
how she was feeling because she wanted to completely give up and escape the test, but she knew 
that she actually couldn’t do that after spending more than three years working towards her 
degree.  “I like this in America, really that they take care about the anxiety, and what’s it called, 
pi- si- pisiology- ugh you know your mood and thoughts.”  “Psychology?” I asked.  “Yes!  In my 
country we never care to admit that there’s something wrong.  If you complain of your mood, 
you become like spoiled girl.  But in the US, they give you medicine for this and anti-anxiety, so 
then you’re fine.  In my country they would never do this.”   
 Looking back at her time in the US from start to (almost) finish, Fiona said, “Oh my god 
I was a BABY when I got here!  There was so much that I didn’t know.  I thought I knew 
everything that I needed to know in life and now I know I was wrong!”  She remembered first 
organizing her documents and filling out papers to get her visa to study English and said she 
thought, “how am I able to do this?  I should just give up already!”  She mostly focused on 
personal issues while talking about her development, so I asked specifically about her 
development with academics. She explained that she felt that she has reached the point that she 
felt confident that she was capable of doing anything academic required from her program.  
Despite her recent anxiety about her final exam, she felt that she could handle anything.  Fiona 
was admitted to UIUC’s PhD program, but didn’t pursue any funding options from UIUC or 




 At the end of our last meeting, she again emphasized that she enjoyed talking to me and 
apologized for not always responding to me when I contacted her.  We occasionally met and 
only discussed the TV shows we both watched, both Arabic and English shows.  She asked me a 
lot of cultural questions about the US, my family, and my ideas about shows like Shameless, 13 
Reasons Why, and other shows that centered around young women.  She also told me a lot of 
gossip.  In the final moments of our last meeting, she reinforced that I should not to tell anyone 
certain things that she had told me, which were unrelated to my study but about social gossip.   
 By the time Fiona took her final oral exam, I was out of Urbana-Champaign and would 
not be back until after she returned to Jeddah.  I sent her a voice memo to ask how the exam went 
a couple of days after it was scheduled.  She responded, “oh my god I passed!  It was so much 
talking question question, but I answered everything, and now I’m finished!” 
 In her advice to incoming students to her program, she said that: 
It’s ok, everything is not easy.  You have to be careful for interacting with professors in 
respectful way like no first name.  People will say you can’t get in here, but it’s ok, just 
try.  Take the writing class with Sarah, because she will teach you a lot.  Make sure you 
are taking the time to relax and enjoy your life because you can’t be all study study all the 
time.   
 
Fiona’s Writing 
 As Fiona told me, her Nutrition classes centered around exams more than written work.  
However, she did have some written homework throughout the semester.  I told her at the 
beginning of the semester, we can use some of our time together going through her writing like 
we did when she came to the writing center.  She usually didn’t want to do that, but a few times 
throughout the semester, she sent me her work via email and asked what I thought about it. 
 In one assignment, she had to answer five questions with one paragraph for each 
question.  One question asked to explain the benefits of a high protein and high fiber diet.  Her 




repeated subjects, for example, “The fiber, it has…”.  Organizational features appear throughout 
the answer, for example, a topic sentence that provides an overall summary, phrases to signal 
change of topic (“regarding fiber…”), and a concluding sentence (“As a result, combining 
protein and fiber in one diet will help the participants to lose weight effectively.”).  
 She also sent me an abstract that she wrote about the study she was working on with her 
advisor.  It follows a predictable structure of starting with a statement of the problem, a brief 
overview of existing literature and how they have failed to solve the problem, a broad statement 
about the methodology of the present study, and a preliminary statement of the ongoing findings.   
 Additionally, she sent me a paper for a class about global health.  The assignment was to 
provide an overview of a current global health program.  The instructor provided the structure, 
which she followed.  This paper was four pages long.  I first read through the whole paper from 
beginning to end, and it was clear that most of it was plagiarized based on my knowledge of her 
language proficiency and her other writing.  For example: “Because of the serious nutrition 
issues in Niger, in the middle of 2012, the WHO Global Malaria Programme was awarded a 
grant from Government of Canada to support the scale-up of iCCM of pneumonia, diarrhea and 
malaria among children under five in Africa,” and “Some of the most important demand–related 
barriers include lack of knowledge of danger signs, the competing household responsibilities of 
women, and continued confidence in the efficacy of traditional treatments, particularly in areas 
where there are no relays.”  I copy and pasted sentences into Google and found that most of the 
paper came (word-for-word) from three different sources.  Those three sources were included in 
the references.  There were also other sources listed, but I could not see where they were actually 
used in the paper.  I highlighted all of the plagiarized sentences and phrases and sent it back to 




almost a month.  When I asked her about the paper, she dodged the question and changed the 
subject.   
Discussion 
 Fiona was a dynamic storyteller and great communicator who used all of the tools at her 
disposal to convey her ideas to the point that I do not think that any limitations in her English 
language prevented her from communicating what she wanted to communicate to me.  She didn’t 
seem to take anything (e.g. academic, conflicts with other Saudis) too seriously, and when she 
said that her goal in coming to the US was to “do something different,” it was clear that she was 
doing exactly what she wanted to be doing.  She wanted to live on her own and take care of 
herself, and she did just that.  
Fiona’s Academic Acculturation  
 Fiona said that she was like a baby when she arrived to the US, and when I asked her how 
she is different now, she spoke at length about a variety of different topics, but didn’t mention 
the field of Nutrition or academics.  Indeed, coming to the US was not solely an educational 
mission for her.  She wanted to live her life and do something on her own.  Several factors, 
though, affected her academic acculturation.   
 English proficiency.  Consistent with previous literature, English proficiency was a 
major factor for Fiona’s academic acculturation, especially writing.  In an early conversation, she 
described the TOEFL and ILETS as her biggest challenge in the US.  In fact, English proficiency 
was a barrier to join an academic program to acculturate to at all.  Had she not been accepted 
with her 5.5 (when the program requires 6.5), she likely would have had to return to Saudi 
Arabia.   
 However, she did not mention much about English language issues when talking about 




points for grammar, most of her discussion of challenges with English were related to test scores 
and not academic problems in her program.  Outside of talking about the tests, her discussion of 
English language issues was not related to academics.  She believes that her English level is bad 
in comparison to her Saudi peers, but her examples of this are not related to academics.  She 
said, “sometimes when another people they speak English very well.  They use a lot of words 
they would speak in Arabic.  I know these words, but I don’t have the courage to use it.”  This 
shows that she still feels uncomfortable using English, which would affect her ability to make 
friends with people who don’t speak Arabic.  She feels that she has been shamed by other Saudis 
for not being able to spell or write.  The English proficiency issues she talked about were related 
to her overall acculturation and not specific to academic acculturation. 
 Help-seeking behaviors.  Fiona sought help from a variety of institutional resources 
during her master’s program, which, according to Cheng and Fox (2018) is indicative of healthy 
and positive acculturation.  She went to the writing center with writing tasks that she didn’t know 
how to approach, like personal statements and the IRB application, but she never went to the 
writing center for help with course papers.  She sought mental health support when she felt that 
her anxiety and sleeplessness was affecting her academic performance and wellbeing.  Fiona also 
found support from her co-national friends and was upset that another Saudi Arabian woman 
entering her program did not seek help from her.  She elicited advice from her peers in the FSHN 
program about studying for her final exam and followed it very seriously.   
 Relationships with co-national, international and Americans.  While research 
suggests that co-national relationships facilitate acculturation (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Taylor 
& Ali, 2017), not all of Fiona’s co-national connections were positive.  Nomnian (2017) found 
that relationships with co-nationals caused conflicts when the co-nationals were from different 




and for the first time was among Saudis from other cities once she was in the US.  She did, 
however, have close and supportive relationships with some co-nationals.  Fiona’s best friends 
were other single female Saudi Arabian graduate students.  One, Amal’s former roommate, 
returned to Saudi Arabia before this research began.  The other, Sema, will be discussed later, 
and another friend was a PhD student in library sciences.  This core group of friends are all 
outside of her field.  She did, however, have relationships with other Arab students in her 
program, including her Jordanian office mate who she went to for help and regularly did work in 
vicinity to her because they shared an office.  This group of friends may have been essential in 
inspiring some of Fiona’s help-seeking behaviors.  She directly stated that she knew what the 
Counseling Center could do to help her because a friend sought help there before.  Thus, Fiona’s 
relationships with co-nationals facilitated her ability to seek help on campus.  However, previous 
research (Taylor & Ali, 2017) suggests that relationships with co-nationals can prevent language 
development necessary to make friendships with others, so her close relationships with co-
nationals could have prevented the English language development she could have had through 
socialization in English. 
 Fiona had few social relationships outside of her Arab peers.  She had a few American 
acquaintances and some Indian and Pakistani acquaintances in her program, but she did not talk 
about them as close friends or discuss any impact that they had on her experience.  When 
discussing her English proficiency, Fiona only mentioned other Saudi Arabians making fun of 
her English and only using English in a customer service context.  In fact, she told me that she 
liked participating in my study because it was the first time she felt that she was really talking to 
an American.  Al-Sharideh & Goe (1998) argue that relationships with American peers can be 




others had that she should be rich, her lack of relationships with non-Arabs prevented her from 
experiences of discrimination that may have affected her.  
 Funding source.  Fiona’s funding source, the KASP, meant that her tuition was covered, 
she received a living stipend that covered all of her expenses, and she did not have an 
assistantship or work to do outside of her courses.   
 Department context.  Factors of Fiona’s department also affected her academic 
acculturation.  Other students in Fiona’s department were mostly (68 %) domestic students.  This 
means that professors read her assignments alongside native speakers’ assignments and may not 
be as used to reading academic work with the kinds of grammar errors that Fiona makes, which 
could contribute to why they would deduct points for grammar issues. Fiona also mentioned 
tension with some professors and feeling like she wasn’t sure about some cultural issues like 
using first or last names.  Because American students make up the majority of her department, 
these types of cultural issues may not be discussed with students who may be expected to know 
already.   
 Individual disposition and goals.  Fiona’s individual disposition and her specific goals 
affected her perceptions of her academic acculturation.  Overall as a student, she was 
hardworking and did what she needed to do to achieve her goals, but she also valued relaxation 
and not taking things too seriously.  Her advice to new students was to live life and not 
constantly study, which was advice that she followed herself.  This allowed her to meet all of her 
program’s requirements and even be invited to volunteer in a lab but without spending all of her 
time and energy on studying.  She valued time spent elsewhere, which helped meet her goal of 
having a full life experience in the US, which was one of the reasons why she wanted to study in 




have kids without living her own life.  Thus, in the US, she was earning a master’s degree, but 
she was also there to live a full and independent life.  
 Another important aspect of Fiona’s individual disposition that is related to her academic 
acculturation was her avoidance of writing and belief that she was dyslexic.  Fiona could read 
and write.  Her text books were filled with highlights and notes, and when I asked her to explain 
her highlighting scheme, she demonstrated that she had carefully read and considered the text.  
She also studied for her final exams with notecards that she made, mostly in English with some 
Arabic translations.  I quizzed her on her notecards, and she had memorized what was written on 
them and could also answer my follow-up questions.  However, she didn’t write down any 
appointments on a calendar, avoided reading menus or signs, avoided texting, and plagiarized 
some of her written homework.  When she perceived that she needed to read and write, she did.  
When she perceived that she could avoid it, she avoided it, including taking the risk of getting 
caught for plagiarism.  Furthermore, she perceived that she was incapable of improving her 
writing because of her belief that she was dyslexic.  This surely impacted any efforts she may 
have put in to improve.  Instead of improving her writing, she strategically avoided it.   
 Furthermore, I found Fiona to be incredibly humble and even self-deprecating.  Despite 
her struggles with writing, she graduated with a master’s degree on time and with a 3.4 GPA 
while living in a foreign country completely on her own.  She volunteered in a lab for free just 
for the learning opportunity it presented.  She was funny and communicative in a language she 
had been told she would never totally be able to learn.  Her attitude towards living life and not 
getting too stressed about school allowed her to experience an independent life, as was her goal.  
She put herself down a lot, disparaged at her English language skills, and did so with good 
humor that allowed her to enjoy her time despite her issues.     




 Microsystem.  Fiona’s microsystem included her Saudi Arabian friends, peers in her 
academic program, her advisor, other professors, and friends and family in Saudi Arabia.  Her 
relationships with these people impact her entire ecological system and her acculturation.   
 Relationships with co-national, international and American peers.  Fiona’s best friends 
were her co-national peers, particularly the single women.  In her field, she mostly interacted 
with her Jordanian officemate and some other Arab students who gave her guidance and advice 
that helped her with academic issues.  She had little interaction with international and American 
peers beyond surface level interactions.  While previous research has found negative experiences 
from discrimination from domestic students, issues like Fiona’s of being discriminated against 
by co-national peers has not been discussed.  Fiona’s choice to not wear a hijab made her a 
source of suspicion and gossip within the Saudi Arabian community in Urbana-Champaign.  
Even with her co-national peers who also didn’t cover, there were tensions about how far from 
cultural norms to veer (this will be further discussed in Sema’s section).  Because of her choice 
to not cover, she was excluded and even shamed by much of the already small community.  
While previous research suggests that co-national peers help ease the stress of international 
student acculturation, in Fiona’s case, these relationships caused some of her biggest stress.  
 Relationships with faculty.  Fiona had tension with some faculty, but she spoke 
positively of her relationship with her advisor.  She showed me emails with a faculty member 
where her question about an assignment went unanswered, but she was corrected on her use of a 
first name greeting.  This was a memorable experience for her as demonstrated in the fact that 
she referenced it in her advice to incoming students.  This tension could cause her to not reach 
out for help out of fear of violating cultural norms.  Fiona expressed that she felt that she needed 




Being able to see her interact with her advisor gave me some insights into their 
relationship.  She said that he was her father in the US, to which he was quick to reply that he 
was not.  Throughout their conversations, it was clear to me that they were having issues 
understanding each other, but these issues were minor. Overall, she spoke highly of him and their 
relationship as a source of help and support, even if she did sometimes feel that he gave her too 
much work to do. 
 Funding source. Fiona’s funding source, the KASP, meant that she did not need to work 
to support her living expenses or pay for her tuition and did not cause her to interact with new 
people.    
 Friends and family in Saudi Arabia. Fiona was extremely close to her family and friends 
in Saudi Arabia throughout her time in the US.  When I asked her what she does in her free time, 
talking on the phone to her family was her first answer.  She spent hours each day FaceTiming or 
calling members of her family.  She also said that her family were the only people that she texted 
because they understand her and won’t judge the way she writes.  Furthermore, her parents lived 
in the US before she was born, which made them understanding and empathetic to her daily 
issues.   
 Exosystem.  
 Media. Fiona and I discussed a lot about American media, and we both watched many of 
the same shows, particularly ones with female leads.  She was interested in hearing my opinions 
about how realistic things from these TV shows could be and how prominent the problems they 
presented were in society.  Based on much of the American TV she watched (e.g. Shameless, 13 
Reasons Why, Orange is the New Black), she might assume that most Americans are drug 
addicted and contemplating suicide.  The dark and dramatic aspects of media she watched could 




difficulties.  With few American friends, she had little opportunity to interact with people deeply 
enough to know that these were not issues faced by all American women.   
 Healthcare services.  When Fiona felt overwhelmed by her final exam, she sought out 
mental health services offered by the university and spoke very highly of her experience doing 
so.  This aspect of her exosystem provided the support she wanted when she was the most 
panicked about her academic work.   
 Macrosystem.  Fiona’s macrosystem shifted when she came to the US, but one matter in 
particular, not wearing a hijab, shows the complicated ways that the culture of her home country 
followed her to the US.  In Saudi Arabia, most women wear hijabs, covering their hair, ears, and 
neck, and abaya, a long and loose-fitting black cloak, when they leave the house.  However, 
there are regionally variations.  In Fiona’s hometown of Jeddah, it is not uncommon to see 
women in western clothes instead of abayas or women without hijab or with only a cap that 
covers hair but not ears and neck.  In other parts of the country, most women wear a niqab, a veil 
that covers the face, in addition to a hijab and abaya.  While in Jeddah it is common for women 
to wear or not wear any of these options, in many parts of the country, not wearing a hijab would 
be extremely controversial and warrant negative attention, and possibly being arrested.  Fiona 
said that she is most comfortable with other Saudi Arabians from Jeddah, who would be less 
shocked and judge less a woman who chooses to not wear a hijab in the US.  Living her whole 
life before the US in Jeddah, Fiona was not used to being in social circles with people from 
outside of Jeddah.  In Urbana-Champaign, however, the Saudi Arabian community was made up 
of Saudis from all over the country with a variety of views about covering.  If she stayed in her 
home culture, she may continue to not be confronted with co-nationals who would be suspicious 
of an uncovered woman, but within the Saudi Arabian community of Urbana-Champaign, she 




home country who did not approve of her choices while the macrosystem of the host community 
was accepting and supportive of her choice to not cover.  In a sense, she had to leave her home 
country in order to be judged by others from her home country.  This deeply affected her 
relationships with people in the Saudi Arabian community.   
Jamilah 
“I am still work very hard, everything the same as before, but now also English.” -Jamilah 
 Jamilah reached out to me to participate in my research after Amal shared information 
about it in a group chat with the Gulf Arab women in Urbana-Champaign.  She was late to our 
first meeting, which was on a snowy Sunday afternoon.  We met in the Espresso Royale in the 
UGL tunnel.  She texted me to let me know that she was running late, and she finally showed up 
20 minutes late apologizing for her lateness immediately.  She was accompanied by her husband, 
who smiled and waved at me but did not speak to me.  After we sat down, he went to the library 
to wait for her.  He came with her and waited nearby each time we met.  She was a short and 
petite woman, and every time I saw her, she was dressed in bright colors and in formal, 
fashionable clothes, always with a hijab that matched the colors of her outfits.  She had big eyes, 
perfectly white teeth, and a small nose.  She always wore makeup with a natural look.  She spoke 
quietly, in short sentences, always smiled and said something positive before ever saying 
anything negative. 
 Jamilah asked me to select her pseudonym.  I chose Jamilah because it is a common 
Arabic name and means beautiful, and I was truly struck by Jamilah’s beauty.  Jamilah was a 
first semester PhD student in the FSHN program and had been in the US for more than a year 
when we met.  She was born and raised in Qassim, a city in the central north of Saudi Arabia that 
is known to be religious, conservative, and wealthy.  She is funded by a scholarship from the 




English language study, her PhD program, and provides a stipend with the requirement that she 
work at the university when she graduates.  She came to Urbana-Champaign to study English at 
the IEI and was admitted to the FSHN program after studying English for more than a year.  Her 
husband came with her and studied with her at the IEI, where he is still a student.  He hopes to 
potentially earn a degree in the College of Business after earning an admissible TOEFL score.   
 Jamilah told me that she was interested in participating in my study because she is 
interested in research herself, so she was interested in being a participant in someone else’s 
research.  We started off by talking about her education background.  In primary school, she 
loved going to school, and she especially loved reading and writing in Arabic.  As a child, she 
loved reading stories, and she told me that when she was asked to read out loud in class, she 
never made any mistake, but her classmates often did.  Math was not her strongest skill, and she 
was “ok” at English in primary and high school.  English classes, she told me, were about 
grammar and not about reading or writing.  About English exams in high school, she said, “I 
remember when I writing in exam, I don’t writing well.  Always I lose my score in this section.”  
In university, she told me, it was the same.  They only focused on grammar.  As Jamilah would 
do again and again in our conversations, she was adamant about presenting an alternative, 
positive view when her view could be interpreted as negative.  “My sister studied English and 
they learned more than grammar, they were reading, writing, everything,” she added, “Even 
Shakespeare, reading and writing about it.”   
 I asked her about her family.  Her father was an Arabic teacher at the high school level.  
While she was growing up, she saved difficult homework to do with her father, especially Arabic 
language assignments.  Her younger sister recently graduated with an English degree and is a 
housewife.  Her older brother studied in the US two years before her, but he returned to Saudi 




yet been granted admission to a degree program.  Her mother is a housewife.  Jamilah spoke in 
short, simple sentences, and usually answered questions in the most direct way possible without 
detail.  For example, I asked what her father does, and she said, “He is a teacher.”  I asked, 
“What does he teach?” and she said, “Arabic language.”  For more open-ended questions, she 
still answered short, direct, and with little detail unless I asked follow-up questions.  For 
example, I asked her to tell me about her first week at the IEI, and she said, “It was good.”   
 I asked her many follow up questions to hear more about her experience at the IEI.  Like 
Fiona, the hardest thing for her was earning her TOEFL score.  The IEI, she told me, was 
focused on different aspects of English language, and only one class was related to preparing for 
the TOEFL.  Eventually, she said, she felt that studying English language won’t help her.  She 
needed to only study for the TOEFL, for example taking practice reading tests, understanding the 
formats of the questions.  This, she thought, was more important than what they taught about 
English language because without a good TOEFL score, her progress towards admission to her 
degree program would be impossible.  She told me that she would bring things from her IEI 
classes to show me the next time that would show how it wasn’t helpful for her.   
 She told me that before she came to the US, many of her friends had already gone and 
returned and told her about their experiences.  Again, presenting more than one side, she said 
that some of them told her not to come because it was horrible, and some of them told her she 
should definitely come because it was amazing.  Jamilah felt that all the advice she was given 
was advice that only applied to the person giving it, saying, “Everybody talking about 
themselves to give advice to themselves, but no not me.”  “Not you?” I asked.  “I am different 
from them, good and bad.”  In addition to each person being different, she thinks that each state 
and city is different, so the advice other Saudis give is not very useful.  She said that overall, she 




her husband likes it even more.  She told me that he’s been talking about wanting to stay after 
they’ve completed studying, although that would be a violation of her scholarship.  They spend 
most of their time together, going to restaurants, studying, and talking to their families on the 
phone.    
 As promised, the next time I met her, Jamilah brought papers from classes at the IEI.  
“You should take picture so you can remember,” she suggested, as usual demonstrating her 
consideration for my research and data collection.  She said that the teachers at the IEI were 
always nice, but some were more fun than others, and that was more important than what was 
covered in class.  One semester, most of her classmates were Arabs, and she didn’t like that she 
could switch to speaking Arabic whenever she wanted and that her classmates would speak to 
her in Arabic instead of English.  We looked at her papers that she brought, and she directed my 
attention to a particular grammar test about nouns and quantifiers from her intermediate grammar 
class.  I took a look at it, and the first thing that jumped out was a multiple-choice question: “My 
brother bought an expensive watch.  Now he has a.) a little b.) little money left to buy food.”  
Jamilah chose “little,” and the instructor marked it as wrong.  I asked her why she chose “little” 
and she looked at me and said, “Isn’t it right!?” with uncharacteristic exasperation since she was 
usually calm and smiling.  I said that it’s not what I would choose, but that there’s not enough 
information in the sentence for it to definitely be wrong.  “Thank you!” she said with validation.  
She told me that she argued with the teacher about that particular question, but the teacher said it 
was wrong.  “This is an example of why you wanted to prepare specifically for the TOEFL 
because that was more helpful for your future?” I asked.  “Yes! Exactly!”  In our conversation, 
she also said, “We always had many homework” and then covered her mouth and said, “No, I 
know that is a big mistake, a lot of homework.”  I said, “I don’t think that’s a big mistake.  No 




“It’s wrong to say many homework, but it’s not confusing or important, I think.”  “He told us it is 
a big, big mistake!” she told me.  I gestured at the test and asked, “Do you think things like this 
have helped your English skills?”  She answered, “Yes, of course, but, I don’t know, maybe 
there is a better way than details, details, details.”     
 The next time I met with her, I asked Jamilah to tell me about her research that she did in 
her master’s program in Saudi Arabia.  “I did survey in hospital about the nutrition habits and 
exercise and what do they eat.  And then I write, I wrote some research about what I found.”  
“What did you find?” I asked.  “I work with the women.  Almost no one does any exercise, just 
eat and sit.  They don’t eat healthy food.”  She surveyed 300 patients at the university hospital.  
First, she would ask for their consent to participate, then verbally go through the survey with 
them and record their answers.  She also had a special phone to connect with patients who 
participated as part of their incentive to participate.  They were able to call the number and talk 
about their nutrition and diet.  After she collected data, she “did all the data in SPSS.”  She wrote 
a paper about her research, and it was published in Arabic, but they also had it translated to 
English.  She also defended her research as a part of her degree program requirements.  “Also, in 
Arabic I did the, what’s the word in English?  Presenting it with many people or group with 
supervisor and asking questions, what may that be called?”  “Defense,” I told her.  “Defense! 
Yeah!  I did the defense in Arabic, but at my university, you can choose to do it Arabic or 
English.”   
She told me that she liked doing human subject research more than lab research, but 
human subject research in Saudi Arabia is rare.  People told her not to try to do human subject 
research because they say that it will be difficult to recruit participants.  But, she said, “I thought 
it’s difficult to talk with people to maybe to accept to participate in my research, but actually it 




easy.”  A real difficulty, though, was that people are not always accurate or truthful in reporting 
their exercise or food habits.  This experience was rewarding and interesting for Jamilah, and it 
motivated her to pursue further studies so that she can continue to do human subject Nutrition 
research in Saudi Arabia, specifically in hospitals.  About doing human subjects research in the 
US, she said, “Oh no, I can’t talk to in English like that as Arabic!” 
Another issue that motivates her to continue studying is that professors in Saudi Arabia 
would contradict each other about nutritional information.  I asked for some examples of this, 
and she said: 
Like eating the fruit or vegetables with big meal, it’s not good for your stomach.  Another 
person said it’s ok, you can eat it with big meal.  I want to know which way, so I keep 
reading to know what is right.  I think that’s what I need, true information, not all the 
people are thinking or know what’s true, but actually it’s not, or it’s the opposite. 
 
Jamilah’s goals for her PhD program stem from these experiences in undergrad and in her 
master’s program.  Ultimately, she will return to her university as a professor and researcher and 
wants to continue with hospital research that involves human subjects. 
 I talked to Jamilah throughout the first semester of her PhD program when she was taking 
the same foundational courses that Fiona took.  “What are you worried about right now as a first 
semester PhD student?” I asked her.  “Actually, I think it’s the same as American.  I think it’s 
difficult to study maybe two years and then you didn’t pass the exam, and I don’t know the name 
of the exam, but if I pass, I can continue to research.”  I asked her if she knew people in the 
FSHN program that did not pass the qualifying exam, and she said no, everyone she had heard of 
has passed, but maybe if they didn’t, they wouldn’t be around for her to know.  “Do you know 
someone didn’t pass the exam for FSHN?” she asked me nervously.  “No, I don’t,” I answered, 
and she smiled in response. 
 In her first semester, most of her assignments have been exams and short written 




studying.  Like Fiona, she didn’t receive much feedback on her written work, but she felt that she 
was doing “ok.”  Also, like Fiona, she feels that she knew a lot of the material already but not in 
English.  She was currently taking ESL 511, the first of the two sequence ESL writing classes.  
In this class, students all read and write about the same topics to practice the structure of 
academic papers in general without digging into their specific fields of study.  “How is it 
different from the IEI writing classes?” I asked her.  “It’s different.  The students are all for 
master’s and PhD, and they are serious.  No one is here just for fun.” 
 Socially, Jamilah’s life is spent mostly with her husband.  She is also close with some 
other Saudi Arabian women, including mostly ones who are not students.  She wanted to help me 
find more participants for my research, but when I told her that they had to be students, she 
frowned and said that she couldn’t help.  Her husband is friends with the husbands of her friends.  
“It’s hard to be here without family,” she said, “We are all without family, so we are feeling the 
same together.”  I asked her if she is friends with any other female students, and she said, “I met 
them, maybe six of them, in Saudi club.  I don’t know them very well.” She said that she doesn’t 
have any friends in the FSHN program yet.  Even in the last weeks of the semester, she had 
talked to some classmates once or twice about school work only.  The professors, she said, are 
very nice and want to help her.  When I asked her about the GEO strike, Unofficial, Chief 
Illiniwek, and RSO involvement, she had no idea about any of them.  
 I wanted to know more about how Jamilah earned her scholarship, so I asked her, “Was it 
hard to get?  Do you know anyone else who got it?”  She explained that in order to get the 
scholarship, you first should earn the job as a student researcher in the master’s program, then 
the best of the student researchers compete for the PhD scholarship that leads to a faculty 
research position after graduation.  “You have to be the best to get this job, if you have this job 




with you who did not get the scholarship?” I asked.  “Yes,” she answered.  “So, you were the 
best one?” I asked.  “I worked very hard,” she said with a laugh.  “So, do you think you’re good 
at school?  Better than the other students?” I asked.  “It’s not all of them, but I work very hard,” 
she said with a smile.  “What about now?  Do you feel like you’re good at school in the US?” I 
asked.  “Yes, I am still work very hard, everything the same as before, but now also English.” 
 We talked about her friends who had come to the US and gone back to Saudi Arabia 
before being admitted to a degree program or before graduation.  These were all students who 
were funded by the KASP.  “I think you won’t find the people who quit here with university 
scholarships because these people here are the best people, but if you do research on people who 
come with KASP, you can find them,” she explained.  “The difference is that the university 
scholarships are hard to get, so those students will always be the best of all the possible students, 
but KASP students are anyone who can get admitted?” I asked.  “Yes,” she confirmed.  “So, you 
are the best possible student?” I asked.  She gave a big smile and said, “Because I work hard, not 
just that I am so, so smart.”   
 We talked more about how her scholarship from the university and how it has shaped her 
time studying in Illinois.  Jamilah believes that thinking about it in the long term as a job at her 
university makes her feel more focused and responsible than KASP students.  I suggested that 
because unemployment is a problem in Saudi Arabia, maybe some students get stressed out and 
then wonder why they are working so hard because they may just go home and not get a job at 
all anyways.  She responded: 
You should study to have a job, but if the people say I studied but I could not have a job, 
they should know that also if you don’t study, it’s sure you will not have a job, so you 
should study!  But maybe because they don’t have work to be responsible for them, so 
it’s ok I can do anything.  Because Saudi people are not very responsible sometimes.  
  
With her scholarship, though, she must be in contact with her university every three months and 




 I wanted to hear Jamilah talk more about nutritional issues in English, so I asked her what 
she thought about the nutritional impact of fasting for Ramadan, and she answered with the 
longest answer she gave throughout our time together.  In her answer, she said more, paused less, 
and made fewer grammatical errors than in any other answer over the course of our five different 
meetings.  She said: 
You mean the habits during Ramadan? It’s terrible because people don’t eat all the 
morning then they eat after the sun set and then they eat more more.  But if they follow 
the good way, it’s like eat little and take rest and eat another meal, it’s very healthy.  The 
Ramadan is a good chance for people to take a good health.  It’s Ramadan, it learns 
people who they are, but people don’t know.  If you don’t eat all the morning, studies 
show that it’s good for the system, for the stomach, but after you break fast, it’s not 
eating food that’s unhealthy, it’s just eat water with some dates, or soup, it’s like that.  
Then we eat another meal, maybe it’s a big meal, not the first meal that’s big, that’s 
unhealthy, small meals keep people with the system metabolism good, but people still 
don’t do this way, it’s different because they don’t know.   
 
I asked her what I should do to eat healthier, and she told me, “don’t do too much sugar, don’t 
eat out, eat a lot of vegetables and fruit.  Make a schedule and follow it.” 
 When I asked Jamilah her advice for students who are starting the program, she said she 
felt that she doesn’t know because she herself is just starting.  I asked her, then, what advice she 
has for students coming to the US to study English.  She said, “My advice is to don’t listen to 
every person’s advice.  You are one who knows you.  Come to see for yourself.” 
Discussion 
In many ways, Jamilah stands apart from the other participants in this study.  
Academically, she is the only PhD student, the only participant in the first semester of her 
program, and the only one who had more experience studying in an intensive English program 
than in her degree program.  She is also from the most religious and conservative city of all of 
the participants.  Beyond these factors, I spent the least time with her compared to any of the 
other participants.  Furthermore, her English proficiency was the lowest in my opinion, but she 




Finally, she had not done a single writing assignment in her own field yet.  Despite the relative 
lack of data compared to other participants, her unique experience provides an important 
different perspective.   
Jamilah’s Academic Acculturation  
 So far in her program, she has had no issues that she shared with me and is happily on the 
way towards her future goals.  Her English proficiency and lack of friends who are students may 
have a negative impact on her process of acculturation, but the responsibility and confidence that 
her funding source give her help her focus on her goals regardless of any hardships.  
 English proficiency.  Jamilah’s English proficiency, in my assessment, was low 
compared to other PhD students at UIUC and the other participants of this study.  Unlike the 
other participants, Jamliah’s TOEFL score was only months old, and she spent a couple of 
months in Saudi Arabia between finishing the IEI and getting admitted and returning to campus 
to study in her PhD program.  While she did not complain of not understanding lectures or 
course materials, she did say that she is working as hard as she has always worked as a student 
but now with the added challenge of doing everything in English.  There was a lot of academic 
life that she was not familiar with in English.  For example, she did not know the English words 
for abstract, defense, or qualifying exam.  This shows that she lacked basic vocabulary of 
English language related to her academics.  She saw her progress towards learning English as 
just as a challenge but was optimistic about her progress since arriving in the US with barely any 
English proficiency.   
 Help-seeking behaviors.  When data collection began, Jamilah had only been in her 
program for a couple of weeks, but she had already sought help at the writing center for an 




have sought help from Fiona as she applied for admission to the FSHN program, but she didn’t, 
which will be discussed more in the next section. 
 Relationships with co-national, international and Americans students.  Jamilah’s co-
national friends were mostly married women who were not studying in degree programs, and 
many were her former classmates at the IEI.  She had met the other Saudi Arabian women who 
were in degree programs, but she wasn’t friends with them.  Including her husband, her social 
circle contains people who do not have a similar experience as students as her.  While they may 
be supportive, she is likely much busier than them and doesn’t have anyone in her immediate 
social network who is having a similar experience as she is.  In her program, she says that she 
has not yet made any friends, but this may be out of her preference.  However, her friendships 
are entirely with non-students who may not be able to provide empathy, support, suggestions, 
and advice that could ease her academic acculturation.  Taylor and Ali (2017) found that all co-
national relationships prevent English language development, which may be a factor for Jamilah 
as she has a close social network and has no need, nor has she expressed desire, to use English to 
make new relationships.  
Jamilah came to the US because of her scholarship from her private university, and her 
husband came with her.  Thus, most of her experience was side-by-side with her husband, who 
was almost always with her because he did not have his own degree program to work towards. 
While previous research suggests that co-national peers can have a positive impact on academic 
acculturation (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Nomnian, 2017; Taylor & Ali, 2017), this research 
specifically refers to co-national peers who are students.  Previous research discusses co-





 While Jamilah never mentioned other Saudi Arabian degree seeking students other than 
to say that she met them, Fiona did have a lot to say about Jamilah, who she perceives as having 
slighted her by not communicating with her as she gained admission to the FSHN program with 
their shared advisor.  The fact that Jamilah did not take Fiona up on her offer to help her with the 
process, combined with the fact that all of her friendships are with married Saudi women, and 
being from the most conservative city of Saudi Arabia suggests that she is not interested in 
making relationships with co-national students who she perceives to be outside the cultural norm.  
However, there are other reasons that she may not be interested in relationships with Fiona and 
other Saudi students, including that, in my assessment, she is more mature than them, they may 
not have similar interests, she may not want to make friendships with people who will be soon 
leaving the town, or numerous other possible factors.  Regardless of the reasons why Jamilah is 
not friends with them, she is a member of the Saudi Arabian community that Fiona and Sema 
believe barred them because of their liberal social views and behavior such as not wearing hijabs 
and interacting with men.  Jamilah did not share negative views about not being friends with the 
other Saudi Arabian female students or her lack of relationships with her classmates. 
 Funding source.  Jamilah’s funding source, a private scholarship from the university 
where she earned her previous degrees, requires her to return to the university as a faculty 
member upon graduation.  She explicitly linked this scholarship to her experience and even 
directly compared it to students who have KASP funding, including her brother who used all his 
time on the KASP studying English while never getting admitted to any degree program.  
Jamilah is accountable to her future workplace as she studies, so she feels a sense of 
responsibility to someone, which makes her more focused than KASP students.   
 Individual disposition and goals.  Jamliah’s disposition, as she demonstrated it to me, 




was almost always smiling.  She seemed, simply, happy to be a PhD student at UIUC at all.  
Despite her positivity, it is clear that she felt comfortable to express negative views when she had 
them as she did when criticizing the IEI’s focus on minutiae at the detriment of learning the 
English language or preparing students for the TOEFL, so I believe that if she had negative 
things to say about her experience in the FSHN program, she would have shared them with me.  
Throughout our time together, Jamilah demonstrated an interest in research, including her 
motivation to be in my study.  When she made a claim about her experience, she took initiative 
in finding objective evidence to support it.  For example, she brought her grammar test to support 
her claim that the IEI didn’t prepare her for the TOEFL.  She went against the grain in her 
master’s program to do human subject research even though people told her that it would be too 
hard because she saw its value.  In order to continue towards her goals, a PhD is necessary, and 
her future job is secured as long as she completes her degree.  The sense of responsibility this 
gives her and her goals of being a nutritional researcher affect her academic acculturation to her 
program in that she is happily on the path that she wants.  However, her relative lack of English 
proficiency may limit the view of her disposition that I was able to see in English. 
Ecological Systems Model and Jamilah’s Academic Acculturation  
 Microsystem.  Jamilah’s microsystem is dominated by her husband, whom she is almost 
always with, but also includes her Saudi Arabian friends, her professors, her sponsoring 
university, and her family at home. 
 Relationships with co-national, international and American peers. In her first semester 
in her PhD program, Jamilah did not develop any relationships with international or American 
peers in her program.  This absence of relationships is significant to her ecological system.  
While she is with her classmates daily, she does not talk to them.  In her first semester, Jamilah 




relationships are with co-national friends who are students at the IEI or not students at all.  She 
did not express any negative views about her lack of social relationships with other degree-
seeking students. 
 Relationships with faculty.  Jamilah had no issues to report with FSHN faculty, but she 
did express frustration with IEI instructors, who she perceived to be too focused on details.  
While she actually hadn’t met with her advisor much by the end of her first semester, when I met 
him through Fiona, he told me that she was a hardworking student. 
 Funding Source. Jamilah’s funding source keeps her in regular contact with the 
Nutrition Department from her previous university.  The professors have selected her for a 
highly competitive scholarship, so she likely has positive relationships with them.  Some also 
earned their PhDs in the US and are the only people in her microsystem who can relate to her 
experience as a student.  Being accountable to them gave her a sense of responsibility and focus. 
 Friends and family in Saudi Arabia. While almost always positive, one difficulty she 
did share with me was that it is difficult to be so far from her family.  While her parents have 
never been to the US, her brother has, and her sister speaks English.  She is in regular contact 
with her family and said that she and her husband FaceTime with their families almost daily.    
 Macrosystem.  For Jamilah, it’s important to consider macrosystem on a city-level.  
Compared to other participants in this study, who are from Kuwait City, Manama, Riyadh, and 
Jeddah, Jamilah is from a very religious and conservative city, Qassim, which is regularly 
referred to as the most conservative city in the country.  There were riots against women’s 
education in Qassim as recently as the 1990’s.  According a Saudi Arabian reformer journalist, 
culturally, Qassim makes Riyadh look like Paris and Jeddah look like Bangkok (Burke, 2011).  
However, like at any other level of culture, there is a variety of conservative views in Qassim.  




important to recognize the conservatism of her hometown to consider her experience when 
shifting microsystems.  She had never lived anywhere but Qassim before moving to Urbana-
Champaign.  The shift in macrosystems from Qassim to Urbana-Champaign is a large cultural 
shift.  Regardless, Jamilah only spoke positively about Urbana-Champaign and her experience 
adapting to life there.   
Language and Writing: Building Academic Literacy in the FSHN Department 
 According to both Fiona and Jamilah, writing was not a significant component of 
graduate work in the FSHN Department.  In the master’s program, which Fiona completed 
during data collection, written assignments were rare, short (most often 1-2 pages), and usually 
to explain a concept.  In the first semester of the PhD program, which Jamilah completed during 
data collection, there were not written assignments that she mentioned.  Jamilah will later have to 
complete her own research, which will include much more writing than Fiona did as a master’s 
student.  Based on the experiences of Fiona and Jamilah at the stages of their programs during 
data collection, writing in FSHN courses is not a large contributor of building academic literacy. 
 For both Fiona and Jamilah, their most fluent samples of speaking in English were when 
they were talking about nutritional concepts.  While there may be many things that they cannot 
say in English, speaking about nutrition was a comfortable topic for both.  This shows how non-
native speakers can learn particular discourses of English without mastering the language in 
general.  Fiona struggled to say “vanilla,” but she did not struggle to say nutritional terms that I 
do not know how to say.  Jamilah did not know the English word for abstract, but she was able to 
give the kind of explanation that someone outside of Nutrition could easily understand of how to 
healthily fast during Ramadan.  Fiona and Jamilah are examples of students who have built or 






Master of Architecture: Nadia 
“The first semester, I was really stressed out–it’s an American university and everyone is going 
to speak English, and I’m not really good, I’m not sure, and then I realized, oh no, it’s so easy” - 
Nadia 
Nadia 
 During my first meeting with Amal, she told me that she would bring Nadia, the only 
other female Kuwaiti graduate student, with her to our next meeting so that I could meet her and 
schedule to meet with her one-on-one.  Nadia arrived to our meeting in the Espresso Royale in 
the UGL with sushi from the Student Union, which Amal immediately asked about.  Nadia said, 
“it’s from the union, and it’s not good.” Only one piece had been eaten.  She said, “I get it every 
couple of months because that’s how long it takes me to forget that it’s bad.”  She explained that 
she was carrying it with her now because, though it was bad, it was too expensive to just throw 
away.  She joked that instead she will carry it around with her for a while until it definitely 
wasn’t good and then throw it away.  Nadia is a master’s student in Architecture and has lived in 
the US for many years.  
Department Context: Master of Architecture 
The Master of Architecture degree is in UIUC’s College of Fine and Applied Arts.  It is a 
professional degree program that trains students as professional architects.  The master’s degree 
consists of two years of course work that includes design studios and electives.  The program 
offers a track for students with undergraduate degrees that are not in Architecture, wherein 
students take undergraduate courses before moving on to graduate level courses.  This track can 
take up to eight semesters for students who have not completed an undergraduate program 
related to Architecture.  The program’s website emphasizes its “large diverse faculty” and says 




local engagement.” They have exchange programs with schools in Stockholm, Munich, and 
Shanghai.  Additionally, faculty have studio projects in the Caribbean, Southeast Asia, and 
Europe, among other places.  Their website also includes a page about diversity and social equity 
in their school.   They say that they are “committed to a departmental culture in which all 
students, staff, and faculty members—regardless of race, ethnicity, creed, national origin, gender, 
age, physical ability, or sexual orientation—are able to learn, teach, and work to their fullest 
potential.” 
 According to UIUC’s Graduate Education Dashboard, which uses data averaged from the 
2012-2016 academic years, it takes students an average of 3.5 years to complete a Master of 
Architecture.  40 % of applicants to the program are admitted, and 50 % of admitted students 
enroll.  In the master’s program, 25 % of students are international, and 41 % are female.  33 % 
of Master of Architecture students are funded by the department, mostly with teaching 
assistantships, but a majority of students pay for their own tuition.  
Nadia 
 Nadia asked me to select her pseudonym, and I selected Nadia because it is a common 
name.  When I asked for her approval of my choice, she said “yeah of course.”  Nadia is from 
Kuwait City, but had lived in the US for more than seven years.  She came to the US right after 
graduating from undergraduate and getting married to her husband, who started a master’s 
program in Civil Engineering at a large state university in Indiana.  She knew that they would be 
moving to Indiana together before getting engaged, and she looked forward to it.  Soon after 
getting married and moving the US, Nadia became pregnant with her first daughter.  While she 
was pregnant, she took English language courses at a language program, but after her daughter 
was born, she stayed at home with her for several months before going to back English courses.  




He was funded by a scholarship from a private university in Kuwait, where he will be a professor 
after graduating from UIUC.  Once in Urbana-Champaign, Nadia took more English classes at 
the IEI until she was admitted to the Master of Architecture program, in the track for students 
who did not have a bachelor’s degree in Architecture because her bachelor’s degree is in Civil 
Engineering.  She went to school full time until she had her second daughter at which time she 
took two semesters off from school and then returned.  At the time I met her, she was in her final 
semester of her Master of Architecture and had been studying at UIUC for seven semesters.  The 
first time I met her, she was dressed in neutral colors, wearing a kaftan and hijab, and wore no 
makeup.  This was her look each time I saw her.   
 When she was a child, Nadia was “excited about school” and always a top student.  Her 
favorite class was Arabic language, and her favorite thing about Arabic language class was 
memorizing poems.  Teachers would select students to compete in poem reciting competitions 
and participating in those were her favorite and most proud memories from school.  She also 
liked English language classes.  She shared this memory from high school:  
I was good in English.  I remember one day the teacher in my secondary school was like 
there was only one girl who got 100 % and I was looking for mistake on my paper and 
looking around to see who is perfect and then the teacher told us that I was the perfect 
one, and then I realized I was good at English. 
 
Her primary and secondary education was in girls-only public schools.  In high school, she had 
several foreign teachers, many from India and some from Europe.  For undergraduate, she went 
to an English-medium program for Civil Engineering.  She decided to study Civil Engineering 
because she liked building things, her national standardized test scores made her eligible to study 
it, and it’s considered prestigious.  She loved what she learned and her experience in Civil 





 Nadia’s father is “in the military,” and her mother is a librarian.  Her mother earned her 
degree in teaching, but didn’t like teaching, so she became a librarian instead.  Nadia has one 
brother, who earned his bachelor’s degree in the US and now lives and works in Kuwait.  Before 
moving to the US, she traveled with her family extensively in Europe and the US.  When Nadia 
was a child, her mother always had many books around the house and would have what she 
called “encyclopedia day” where Nadia and her brother spent the day researching topics from her 
family’s collection of encyclopedias.  Nadia regularly makes “encyclopedia day” for her 
daughters in the US.  I asked her if she still reads for fun, and she told me that now she mostly 
reads non-fiction books related to raising families and encyclopedias with her daughters.  She 
doesn’t use social media “because it’s a waste of time.”   
 Nadia and I discussed more about her experiences studying English language once she 
moved to the US.  She had already earned her bachelor’s degree in an English-medium program, 
but she enrolled in English language classes to help her improve her TOEFL score, which was 69 
when she took the test before she came to the US.  When she moved to Urbana-Champaign, she 
was confident in her English language skills, but she wanted to practice academic and study 
skills before starting her master’s program.  While she doesn’t think she learned a lot of English 
language from the IEI, she was motivated by her classmates and appreciated getting into 
academic routines that she carried on to her degree program.  Most of her classmates were Saudi 
Arabian, and she made some long-term friends from her time at the IEI.  As always, she was a 
top student at the IEI and earned the nickname “paraphrasing queen” from one of the instructors.   
 Despite her past academic successes, she was nervous about starting her degree program 
at UIUC.  She said: 
The first semester, I was really stressed out–it’s an American university, and everyone is 
going to speak English, and I’m not really good, I’m not sure, and then I realized, oh no, 




check myself and if I’m doing well I’m gonna tell them.  And actually, I told everyone 
the second semester. 
 
Nadia started in undergraduate courses as prerequisites for the graduate level courses in 
Architecture.  Her first impression of her classes was that things were very different from 
undergraduate classes in Kuwait.  “People sleep in class!  They put their feet up on stuff!  They 
bring food, and they eat!” she exclaimed.  She also felt that in general, professors’ expectations 
for students’ work is much higher at her undergraduate university than at UIUC.  The worst class 
for her in her first semester was an Architecture History class.  “The professor was talking about 
stuff that I didn’t know anything about,” she said.  “What do you mean?” I asked.  “About 
anything, the events and places he was referencing, the vocabulary, everything was totally new,” 
she answered.  Eventually she would become a TA for an Architecture History class.  
 The first assignment Nadia had to do in the US was to go to the cemetery and sketch 
headstones, “which was really weird for me!”  She was familiar with western style cemeteries 
but had never been to one and thought deeply about what she saw there.  In Kuwait, most 
cemeteries have uniform graves of a heap of earth on top of the body.  The idea that each 
gravestone could be different made her think about how the design was connected to each 
person’s life, and an assignment like going to sit somewhere and sketch was an introduction to 
how different things would be compared to kind of assignments she did in college. 
 Writing, she told me, is not emphasized in the Architecture Department.  The longest 
assignment she ever wrote for an Architecture class was occasional two-page papers for 
undergraduate level courses.  For the graduate courses, the longest things she wrote were 
paragraph-length explanations that go on students’ poster designs.  “It’s not the main focus even 
in history classes,” she told me.  “The writing section of my ILETS was 6,” she explained, “but I 
got accepted.  In terms of speaking and listening it was high.”  According to the admissions 




they actually don’t care about the writing score as long as the speaking and listening scores are 
high.  She took the two-sequence ESL writing classes and the speaking class in the Linguistics 
Department.  Nadia didn’t find these classes useful for helping her with the writing required in 
her program, but she had a positive attitude about them, saying that they helped her improve her 
English overall and made her explore topics she was interested in on her own.  The thing that she 
remembered most from ESL classes at UIUC was that one of the teachers thought that students 
didn’t study English in Kuwait.  Nadia remembered that she told her that she’d been studying 
English since primary school, and the teacher “was so surprised.” 
 When Nadia came to the US, she not only was adjusting to life in a new culture and 
language, she was also adjusting to married life and living without her family for the first time in 
her life.  Less than a year after arriving, she then had to adjust to being a mother.  Once Nadia 
became a student at UIUC, she then had to adjust to a new field of study.  I told her that I know 
several other friends and former students who moved to the US immediately after getting 
married in cultures where engaged couples don’t spend much alone time together before getting 
married.  I asked her about this experience, and she said, “yeah it’s so much change, change for 
everything in your life at once.  Moving here with my husband was easy compared to having a 
baby without my family, though.  I was totally alone with no one to help me.”  She clarified that 
she didn’t mean that her husband didn’t help with the baby then or with her children now, but 
that if she had been in Kuwait, she would have her mother, mother-in-law, cousins, and domestic 
workers to spend time with and help, so doing it all by herself was something she had never 
witnessed or prepared for.  After that, she explained, changing from Civil Engineering to 
Architecture was “nothing.” 
 Overall the courses Nadia took in her first semester were easy for her, especially 




Kuwait University is so much harder and the exams are so much harder.  Here I mean the 
professor just brings you the homework as an exam.  That’s it.  The same question as the 
homework.  They want you to get marks, high grades.  At Kuwait University it’s a public 
university and no one is paying and that’s why they’re being hard, they want to filter and 
only have the good students graduating.   
 
She went on to describe some of the differences between the fields and how she had to change 
her approaches as a student and thinking about problems.  In Engineering, she told me, there is 
usually a clear right or wrong answer, so you know when you are done with your work.  While 
she thinks that Engineering was more difficult, Architecture course work takes more time.  She 
said: 
Yeah [Architecture assignments] are always the computer and rending.  You don’t need 
to think, you don’t need to make your time working, it just takes time.  Compared to 
Engineering, I have to understand the theory, how it came, blah, blah you have to make 
yourself understand everything.  You have to work with your friend to make sure you 
understand and teach everything.  But this is so easy. 
 
With Architecture, though, there is always more you can do to polish your work, so it was hard 
for her to finally step away and feel done.  At first she said she would spend her time “sitting on 
my couch and working on my computer and working 12 hours a day… Sometimes I think I 
forget my life and I’m not enjoying my life.”  But over time she realized that she needed to 
decide when it was ok to step away.   
 Beyond the types of assignments, assessments, and the amount of time spent on work, 
another difference between Engineering and Architecture compared to many other fields is the 
type of feedback that students receive and from whom they receive it.  When I asked her what 
kind of feedback she got from professors, she laughed and said, “Oh yeah, it’s totally different 
from you guys.”  “What do you mean ‘you guys’?” I asked.  “You people who have to write,” 
she answered.  In studio classes, she told me, they work all semester on their designs, and at the 




tells them what they liked and didn’t like about the designs, and they usually receive this 
feedback in writing too.  She explained further:  
Rarely [professors] take the opinion of the jury and then kinda exclude their own opinion 
and that’s really what’s hard. And actually I had this issue, I sent this professor an email 
saying I didn’t agree with you, and I felt that it’s really hard for students who do not have 
a professor who believes in them.  And he did no reply.  But I was like, ok, I told him 
what I felt. But most professors, no, they tell you did good, and you worked, and you 
have a bright future, but you should modify this and others they focus on the negative 
stuff, and say ok, you did this well but you should have done this well.  But mostly 
professors say good feedback. 
 
She also noted that she felt like there was a difference in the way professors gave feedback based 
on their culture.  She said that the American professors are more positive and supportive, but that 
the East Asian professors are more likely to focus on what should be improved in ways that she 
considered to be “not really straightforward.”  I asked her to elaborate, and she acknowledged 
that what she was saying about these cultural differences was potentially not politically correct, 
and she asked me to paraphrase what she said about that rather than directly quote her.  She 
emphasized that she didn’t think that there was anything wrong with the difference and respected 
the two different styles.  Over time, she grew to better understand the professor’s different styles 
of feedback and said: 
I used to go home and be mad all day about the way he said it, but that’s why I 
understand that they have different cultures.  This is a good thing that I should know.  If 
Americans said the same thing to me, I would be like ok there’s something wrong with 
him, but this is something culture related.  That’s why I understand.   
 
She also told me about the difference in feedback between the undergraduate 
Architecture courses and graduate level courses.  In undergraduate studio courses, usually one 
step of the design process is due every other week, and professors give feedback at the end of 
each step.  For example, Nadia talked about a boutique hotel assignment for an undergraduate 
course.  Students designed a boutique hotel to go on Green Street, the street near campus with 




hotel in this location would have for a couple of weeks, students had to design the structure of 
their hotel.  Two weeks later they submitted the form of the hotel.  Two weeks after that, they 
submitted a floor plan, and they received feedback throughout the process.  In graduate courses, 
though, “professors say, do what you want,” in terms of the order of design tasks and the time 
spent on each step.  She prefers not having the guided prescribed steps.   
 When the topic was designing buildings, Nadia spoke in monologues.  I asked her if she 
could define ‘Islamic Architecture’ and she answered: 
It’s not one thing.  It’s anything that enhances the religion itself.  A mosque, a charity 
building, a center for Quran teaching.  It’s not the mosaic or the design, it’s not the 
geometry.  Take for example Alhambra in Spain, it was all Islamic design, but what 
happens in Alhambra, it’s not Islamic design.  Like drinking, dancing, everything, no, the 
style is Islamic, but then they call it Islamic because it came from Islamic culture.  We 
had this question in Architecture class actually, is Burj Kalifa Islamic architecture and 
everybody is like oh yeah because Islamic country, and actually it’s not.  It’s not doing 
anything for Islam.  It’s just a residential building, and it’s private.  Even if it’s a box, if 
it’s enhancing the religion, then it’s Islamic design and architecture.  It’s just like 
Christian architecture.  You can’t say that gothic architecture is Christian when it’s just a 
gothic building that does nothing to enhance the religion itself.  But then if it’s a church, 
even though some people would describe it as neo-structural or gothic or something else, 
but then to me, I say it’s Christian architecture because it’s related to the religion itself.  
That’s what I think.  It’s about the function, not about the style.  
 
I asked her if she could design anything anywhere, what would she want to design.  She thought 
for a moment and then said an Islamic center in her hometown of Kuwait City.  The design, she 
told me, would be simple, but her main purpose would be to make it useful, function over style.   
 About halfway through her master’s program, Nadia became pregnant with her second 
child and continued to take classes while pregnant but took a semester off after she had the baby.  
Everyone, from professors to classmates and students, were very caring and kind during her 
pregnancy.  “My classmates would bring me chairs,” she told me.  Professors wanted to make 
sure that she was comfortable with the amount that she was working and always let her know 
that they understood if she needed more time or to miss class.  She found this “funny” because in 




treatment, and people have the attitude that if they a woman needed special treatment while 
pregnant, she shouldn’t have a baby while in school.  Planning to have the baby and planning to 
take a semester off to stay at home with the baby was all a part of her and her husband’s plan to 
graduate at the same time.  As it turned out, though, he was late in finishing his dissertation, so 
she actually graduated earlier.   
 Nadia’s husband was funded by a private university in Kuwait and paid him a stipend 
that covered their living expenses, but it did not cover Nadia’s degree program.  The first two 
years, they paid for her tuition out of pocket.  Eventually, she was funded by a teaching 
assistantship.  She applied for the teaching assistantship three semesters in a row, and on her 
third try, she got it.  “Did you want to be a TA for the experience?” I asked her.  “No, I didn’t 
want to be a TA.  It’s time consuming,” she said, but after she had the assistantship, she didn’t 
have to pay for her tuition anymore.  Even though the experience wasn’t her motivation, she still 
learned a lot from it.  She was a TA for an undergraduate Architecture History class where the 
professor taught the classes, but she attended, graded students’ work, and held office hours.  “In 
the beginning I was really tough with grading,” she told me.  She took quarter points and would 
sometimes ask the professor if she could deduct a certain amount of points for things, and the 
professor always said she didn’t care.  When I asked what she was taking points off for, she said 
mostly grammar and English issues.  Nadia realized that the real thing that she needed to grade 
was the main idea.  Mostly she graded essay exams where students “should concentrate on the 
historical context or the form and the English is not really important because they’re rushed.  
You have to write a paragraph in just four minutes, so normally you will not do it good.”  With 
the perspective of being finished with her degree and a TA, she said that being a TA helped her 
understand and think about the process through which students learn how to explain the history 




 Nadia’s social life in Urbana-Champaign was mostly spent with her family.  She lived a 
ways out of town away from most of her friends, and most of her time was spent at home or on 
campus in the studio.  She did not drive, so her husband dropped and off and picked her up.  
While she was a student at the IEI, she made best friends with a Saudi Arabian woman who did 
not get admitted to UIUC and moved away.  She made other friends towards the end of their 
degree programs who would soon move away.  Eventually she developed the perspective that, “if 
they were not a new PhD student, I didn’t want to be friends with them because they will just 
leave soon.”  In Indiana, though, she had more friends than she ever had in Urbana-Champaign.  
The Kuwaiti community, she told me, was much bigger there.  One time when I met her, she had 
just returned from spending the weekend in Indiana with her friends there celebrating Kuwait’s 
national day.  She showed me pictures of their potluck of flag themed desserts, party decorations, 
and the children all dressed up traditional clothes.  “Of course, we should go to Indiana for this.  
Here there was nothing—there are no Kuwaitis! Oh, except Amal, and she went to Chicago!”  
Another time I ran into Nadia in the library where she was talking with a friend.  She introduced 
me to her and told me that she was Jordanian but grew up in the UAE and that they were close 
friends. 
 Nadia reported that she did not feel very connected or integrated to UIUC’s campus or 
the community.  She had no idea about Unofficial or the Chief Illiniwek mascot.  We discussed 
the GEO strike on the first day of the strike and she said, “I don’t like problems.  I don’t have 
problems.  I know it’s something about tuition waivers, but I don’t read the emails.”  While she 
is officially a member of the RSO for Architecture students, she never attended one of their 
events.  She frowned and said that she regrets not being more involved.  “In undergrad, I did 
everything, all the clubs, volunteering, organizing things, but not here.  I am busy with my 




 The last time I spoke with her was a couple of weeks after her May graduation, so she 
was able to speak of her experience studying in the US from start to finish with the perspective 
of being done.  In a few weeks, Nadia would be returning to Kuwait with her husband and 
daughters where he would be a professor of Civil Engineering, and she would be looking for jobs 
as an architect, but she felt that the search wasn’t urgent because she was hoping to have another 
baby soon.  In our final meeting, we talked about the issues she had throughout her time in her 
program. 
 Nadia had some logistical and cultural issues being involved in her department, but she 
overall felt welcome and understood.  She said: 
I was trying to avoid group work because I’m a mom and my house is very far, so I can’t 
meet all the time and normally some students understand this, but I don’t like this 
because I don’t feel that I’m doing the work that they’re doing.  So that’s why I don’t join 
groups.  In my last studio, I told my professor that I will do the project alone and he said 
that’s ok but I have to judge you like I judge the others… Each week there’s a lecture that 
I don’t normally attend because it’s after 5 p.m., like all the students come and attend the 
lecture of guests coming from different states and it’s so interesting, but I don’t go.  
 
Furthermore, her discomfort around alcohol prevents her from participating in other department 
events.  She always turned down invitations to events that included drinking, but she felt that 
being direct with people about that was the best option.  “I just say, professor I don’t feel 
comfortable coming to this event because there is alcohol, and that’s fine.”  For her, in the 
Architecture Department, she said that this was fine and that no one made her feel bad that she 
wasn’t participating.  For another friend in a different department, she said that the same was not 
true.  Her friend told a professor that she can’t come to an event because of alcohol, and he was 
angry with her.   
 Nadia is also not comfortable with shaking men’s hands, which also affected her 
experience.  She said: 
[drinking] is the culture in architecture firms.  You have to engage with everybody and go 




didn’t even apply to internships because of this.  I guess [at UIUC] they are 
understanding, but if I go to a firm, and it’s private sector, they’re trying to gain money 
from customers and you come here like ugh I’m not going to shake the customers. Like 
no, they don’t accept this.  But back in Kuwait it’s understandable. 
 
Handshaking with male students was also an issue as a TA.   I asked her to tell me the most 
difficult thing about starting off as a student at UIUC, she said, “in my religion or my belief there 
shouldn’t be any touching from a man and woman.  I remember the first week I had a classmate 
who every week touched me and I brought him and told him by the way you can’t touch me and 
he was like, oh sorry!”  She told me about another male student who tried to shake her hand at 
the end of the semester, and she told him that she can’t shake his hand.  Another time, a male 
student tried to hug her at the end of the semester, and she blocked him and told him no, and she 
said that he looked sad and confused.  Another time, in her first semester, a male professor 
touched her and then he asked her if she is alright with that, “and I said, yeah, I’m not.”  The 
professor apologized, and she didn’t have that issue again with any professor.   
 Nadia did not believe that she was negatively affected by the issues of not doing group 
work, not doing an internship, not going to events, and awkward experiences with thwarting 
male touches.  In fact, she won an honorable mention in her 5th semester for excellence in 
graduate architecture design from her department.  There were prizes for first, second and third 
place, and three honorable mentions.  Nadia was the only winner who worked on their project 
alone.  Furthermore, she believes that the Architecture Department was very welcoming and 
understanding of culture.  She told me a story to show me how this environment of welcoming 
and understanding included students, classmates, professors, and: 
Even the director in the graduate program!  I went to his office to tell him before the 
graduation that I can’t shake hands at the ceremony when he hands me the diploma.  
Actually, many Muslims do that but here—I am the first one who didn’t do that.  The 
director was there, and he said, ‘Oh let’s practice,’ and I thought he was going to forget in 
the ceremony, but he didn’t forget.  So, I really love this school.  They’re so 
understanding.  And at the graduation, he was barely touching the diploma and giving it 




say, ‘Oh we’re different and we don’t like this.’  It’s not about how to fit in, it’s about 
how to be comfortable.  And he was like really funny trying to like touch it as far as he 
can.    
 
She showed me a picture her husband took from the crowd where the director is holding just the 
edge of the diploma as he gave it to her, and she was laughing as he did so.  She added, “So 
overall if I want to say one word about this school, it’s very understanding and welcoming and 
really nice environment.”  Her friends in different departments, though, have not always had the 
same experience.  Nadia told me about going to get graduation tickets for her friend in a different 
department, and she felt that everyone in the building was staring at her, and her friend had told 
her many stories of being judged or treated worse than other students.  Nadia said: 
So, I guess culturally each school here is different.  And Architecture is really 
international.  In a way it is different from other fields, I guess because we, when you’re 
going to be an architect, you have to deal with many different cultures, and designs are all 
about cultures and understanding cultures and when you design something, you have to 
fit your design into the culture.  You have to understand the people, so you have to design 
for them accordingly.   
 
 While Nadia felt that she had never been discriminated against in the US because of her 
ethnicity or religion, in a discussion of knowing how to interact with people different from you is 
a part of many professions, she told a story about an interaction with a doctor in Urbana-
Champaign: 
I remember one doctor, when I gave birth to my daughter, I did a cesarean, and I was 
asking why we had to do that.  She said that the placenta separated from the uterus or 
something like this.  I asked what’s the reason about this?  She told me maybe this, 
maybe that, maybe your husband hit you and he was sitting next to me like (she 
demonstrated his shocked look), and we didn’t say anything.  And then I went outside 
like, whaaat did you just hear that?  Like she was a really good doctor, but why did she 
say that?  Maybe your husband hit you?  And he’s next to me, he’s my husband!  It was 
really strange.  Like this doctor she needs to know how to speak to others! 
 
When I asked Nadia if she had any advice for someone starting her master’s program, she 
specifically wanted to address Muslim and Arab women.  She feels that starting off in the 




success.  She told me that she used to dress more conservatively than she does now, with a full 
abaya instead of kaftans.  She changed her style not to fit in but as a personal evolution in style.  
Other Muslim women, she said, should do whatever they feel comfortable with.  She thinks that 
they should be straightforward and clear with people if they don’t want to be touched, don’t feel 
comfortable in social situations that involved alcohol, or whatever other issues they might have.  
When it comes to interacting with people, she said that people told her that Americans might be 
afraid of her, but that was wrong.  She said, “some people might say that you’ll be discriminated 
against, but you won’t be.  Your experience of discrimination will depend on your personality.  
You have to be the one to start conversations.”   
She also advised for new students to not be afraid to advocate for themselves because this 
is something she found beneficial.  She provided this story as an example of what she meant: 
You have to be yourself.  Talk about yourself.  Don’t be shy.  Actually, I’m the kind of 
student who likes to talk about herself in front of everybody, like, yeah, I don’t like this.  
Whenever the professor asks, what’s your comment about the way we grade you?  I like 
to raise my hand and say “I didn’t like this.”  I’m that kind of student.  Others, 
Americans, Chinese, everybody.  They are quiet, and they don’t want to speak.  I’m not 
going to be quiet, I’m going to be strong and show that even if I’m different I’m going to 
be strong. 
 
To conclude her advice, she said that everything in the Architecture Department will be fine 
because it is a very nice and welcoming place for all students.   
Nadia’s Designs 
 Throughout our conversations, Nadia showed me several designs that she created.  She 
was interested in combining design with social justice, especially in the Muslim world.  She 
submitted a design to a contest for ‘Architecture that Reacts.’  According to the program’s 
website “the main focus of the competition is on the solutions that develop through a process of 
changes and adjustments.”  This is a global competition, and Nadia won an honorable mention 




walls.  Under the walls, pipes reach into the ground where there is water.  The pump/wall 
receives energy from children kicking balls.  Instead of pumping a lever with their arm, they 
pump the water through play.  Her design poster includes a main image of children playing at the 
walls, but also shows the mechanics of the pump underground.  Nadia said that her first step of 
the process of making this design was to think about what kind of design could be useful for 
rural people in Nigeria.  With the place in mind, she researched the problems people may face 
and knew she wanted to combine a useful and fun behavior with something that would help with 
problems faced in the area.   
She showed me a final project she completed for a studio class in her second to last 
semester.  It was a homeless shelter and market for homeless people in Bosnia.  She wanted to 
design something that would help solve a problem, but a homeless shelter, she said, was not a 
real solution to the problem of homelessness because the people needed a way to make their own 
income.  As Nadia said several times, she is more interested in designing buildings with function 
as a priority over form.  In the design, each market stall had an apartment in the back so that its 
inhabitants could live and make money in the same place.   
When I asked her to describe the process that she went through to make these designs, 
she said that the first thing is to know about the culture of the place where your design will be 
used.  This includes the problems that people have in that place, which was important to her 
design process since her designs all included solutions to problems in their settings.  She 
explained this with an example from a course that she took.  The assignment was to design a 
museum for an indigenous group from the Dakotas.  The professor taught them about the people, 
their culture and history for weeks before they started any design elements.  It was only after 
learning about the culture and environment of the setting should any thinking about the design 




undergraduate courses (structure, form, floorplan, décor) with some variation depending on what 
works best for a particular project.   
Discussion 
  Nadia’s time in the US was not devoted to studying, but she was a talented student who 
won awards for her designs and described her academic experience as easier than she expected.  
She came to the US with her husband shortly after getting married and soon became pregnant 
with their first daughter, so in the first year she was in the US, she was adapting to married life 
and motherhood.  Nadia was nervous about studying in English at first, drawing out her English 
language study well after having earned a TOEFL score that would get her admission to UIUC.  
As soon as she started in her program, though, she realized that there was nothing to fear.  In 
addition to acculturating to life in the US, life as a married woman, and motherhood, once in her 
program she was also becoming acculturated to a new field.  With all of the other experiences, 
behind her, though, she found it to be an easy transition.  Her main academic issues included 
time, since she felt that you could continue working on a design without ever feeling finished 
and the computer programs took time to render and process, and she also experienced some 
cultural issues that she saw from a positive light. 
Nadia’s Academic Acculturation  
 Academic acculturation was not a main issue for Nadia during her time in the US 
compared to other issues in her life.  She didn’t have issues with English proficiency, had good 
relationships with her peers and faculty, and was driven by her personal career goals.  
 English proficiency.  Nadia’s main concern when starting to study was English 
proficiency, which is consistent with previous research.  She took English language classes in 
Indiana and at the IEI in Urbana-Champaign.  Her decision to study at the IEI was based on 




English language, and she felt that she was more proficient than her classmates.  Still, once she 
did start her degree program, her main concern was English language.  However, her concern 
was unwarranted and immediately dissipated when she started the program, and she had no 
language issues in her Architecture courses.   
 Help-seeking behaviors.  Nadia sought institutional help one time at the writing center 
with a piece of writing that was unrelated to her coursework.  Outside of formal help, she 
mentioned instances of having offers of help in the form of extended deadlines and physical 
accommodations from professors made while she was pregnant.  She provided examples of when 
she shared her thoughts and needs with professors, so she demonstrated the agency required to 
ask for help, but never formally did so.  
 Relationships with co-national, international and Americans students.  Nadia had 
some co-cultural friends at UIUC, including another Architecture student from Jordan who was 
raised in the United Arab Emirates.  Each time that I ran into Nadia on campus, she was with this 
classmate.  However, she felt that the small size of the Kuwaiti population on campus negatively 
impacted her experience in the community, and she and her family regularly visited their 
previous community in Indiana, where there were many Kuwaitis.  Previous research has found 
that co-national relationships facilitate positive acculturation experiences (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 
1998; Nomnian, 2017; Taylor & Ali, 2017), which is consistent with Nadia’s experience and her 
long-term efforts to maintain connections after moving.  Nadia expressed frustration with the fact 
that she made so many temporary friendships with Saudi Arabian students and eventually 
decided not to make new friends because of the risk that they would soon leave. 
 Nadia’s acculturation was impacted by other international and American students who 
were not familiar with her culture, but she approached these issues as an emissary for her culture 




that relationships with Americans can have negative impacts through being exposed to 
discrimination, Nadia didn’t see it this way.  She spoke positively about her role as the first 
covered Muslim woman in her program, but she also expressed frustration and dismay about 
some encounters.  Overall, her experience of representing her culture to other international and 
American students was a point of pride for Nadia.  She maintained her cultural norms and did 
what she felt comfortable with, which did, in her view, limit some opportunities to connect with 
her peers, but she expressed that she was happy with her choices. 
 Funding source.  Initially, Nadia was in the US as a spouse of a student supported by a 
scholarship from a university in Kuwait, which covered their living expenses but not Nadia’s 
tuition.  For five semesters, she paid for her own tuition and applied to be a teaching assistant to 
get a tuition waiver for several semesters before she was selected as a TA.  For Nadia, the 
assistantship had nothing to do with professional development or gaining experience that would 
help her in her future.  Nadia wanted the tuition waiver and saw the assistantship as a means to 
an end.  She did not speak of it having an impact on her overall wellbeing at UIUC.  
 Individual disposition and goals.  Throughout our conversations, my perceptions of 
Nadia were that she was very mature and serious.  She was generally positive about her 
experiences, but she also didn’t hesitate to complain when she felt that she had something to 
complain about.  She was also very focused on her course work and family.  When talking about 
her family and education background, her cultural experiences in the US, and her overall 
experience on campus, she often seemed professional and polite but uninterested in the topics.  
In fact, before seeing the contrast of her talking about her designs and daughters, I thought that 
she was either guarded or cold.  The first time that we talked about her designs, though, she lit up 
and spoke with a verbose passion for combining practical design considerations with doing good 




their experiences at school and doing cultural activities and showing me pictures of them.  I 
realized that she is not in general a cold person, but she may have been uninterested in the topics. 
When considering her engagement to her husband, Nadia and her family knew that he 
was going to Indiana to pursue a master’s degree with funding from his university in Kuwait.  
She was happy to make this move with him, but studying in the US was not her priority. Once 
here, however, Nadia took the opportunity to improve her English and earn a master’s degree in 
a pace that allowed her to raise her family and graduate at a similar time as her husband.  Based 
on our conversations, she was very committed to excellence in her course work and passionate 
about her designs and future career, but being in the US wasn’t necessarily a part of her plan or 
goal.  In fact, Nadia spoke much more favorably about the prestige and rigorousness of her 
university in Kuwait than she did of UIUC.  Beyond UIUC, she has goals in her career and 
believes that having a one-income family in Kuwait City is undesirable, so having a career is 
practical in addition to a passion.  She also plans to continue raising her family and spoke of the 
possibility of a third child in the near future.  While earning a degree in the US was not 
specifically a part of Nadia’s goals, it was not inconsistent with them.  
Ecological Systems Model and Nadia’s Academic Acculturation  
 Microsystem.  Nadia’s microsystem is dominated by her husband and two young 
daughters, but also includes her co-cultural friends, her classmates, her professors, and her 
family at home. 
 Relationships with her husband and daughters.  Nadia’s microsystem was dominated 
by her husband and two young daughters.  Outside of coursework and her assistantship, she did 
everything with her husband, who dropped her off and picked her up from not only campus but 
also often from building to building on campus.  She felt loved and cared for by him.  They also 




time so that they could minimize time apart.  Because Nadia became pregnant in her first months 
in the US, almost her entire experience in the US was as a mother.  She took time off of school 
for the births of both of her daughters. 
 Relationships with co-national, international and American peers. Nadia had positive 
relationships with co-national and co-cultural peers, especially during her studies in English 
language programs in Indiana and at the IEI.  She missed being in a big Kuwaiti community after 
moving to Urbana-Champaign.  Eventually, though, she did not want to invest time in new 
friendships because people left campus often and sometimes quickly.  
 Nadia saw herself as an ambassador of her religion and culture with her international and 
American classmates because she was the first covered Muslim woman in her program.  She was 
proud of this role, but it did occasionally cause her stress and minor conflicts.  Throughout her 
years in the US, though, she did not develop relationships with any non-Arabs that extended out 
of classrooms and studios.  
 Relationships with faculty.  Nadia repeatedly told me about the supportive and kind 
faculty in her program, especially the American professors who she perceived as going out of 
their way to make accommodations for her while she was pregnant and sensitive to her 
preferences (e.g. not being touched by men and not being at events with alcohol) and 
consideration for her pregnancy.   
 Funding source. Nadia’s eventual funding source, a teaching assistantship, brought new 
people into her microsystem several years after her studies in the US had begun.  She spoke 
highly of her supervisor, who drew on her knowledge of Islamic architecture in the history 
classes she taught.  She also had interactions with her undergraduate students, which sometimes 




hug.  Overall, though, Nadia didn’t attribute much of her experience to her assistantship and 
instead saw it primarily as a way to earn a tuition waiver and some extra money.  
 Friends and family in Kuwait.  Nadia was close with her family back home.  They 
supported her decision to come to the US and came to celebrate her graduation.  She said that the 
hardest part of her time in the US was having her first child away from them and spoke with 
them on video chat often throughout her years in the US.  
 Macrosystem.  In her new context, Nadia did not want to shift her behaviors based on 
the new macrosystem of the American Midwest.  While she understood that maintaining her 
distance from men and alcohol would have impacts on her involvement with her program, she 
was fine with that.  In the face of the potential for an internship where Nadia would have to do 
business with and touch men, she opted to not gain internship experience.  She did not express 
regret or frustration at this and saw it as a fact of her life rather than a challenge to be overcome.  
Instead, she enjoyed the opportunity to share the attitudes and customs of her culture with people 
in her surroundings.  
 Chronosystem.  The major event on Nadia’s chronosystem, which she mentioned as the 
most difficult thing about her time in the US, was having her first daughter alone in a new place 
away from her family.  This life transition of becoming a mother coupled with the new distance 
from her family, she told me, was the biggest hardship she experienced in the US.  To her, 
everything else (academics, English language, relationships with professors and classmates) was 
simple after being able to handle motherhood on her own.  The difficulty of having a baby away 
from home can only be understood by returning to consideration of her macrosystem in Kuwait.  
In Kuwait, women of her socioeconomic class would have live-in help with a new baby and near 
constant support from female relatives.  In Kuwait, she told me, it would be unheard of for a new 




her husband’s mother, her sisters, her cousins, and any of their children, in addition to a domestic 
worker who would contribute to cooking, cleaning, and caring for the baby.  By the time Nadia 
was participating my study, it had been six years since she began facing this challenge.  Having 
this time between the most challenging part of her experience before participating in this study 
gave her the perspective that she knew she was capable of taking on any academic challenge and 
had the most difficult part of her time in the US many years behind her.  
Language and Writing: Building Academic literacy in the Architecture Department 
 Nadia reported that the Architecture Department did not place much emphasis on writing.  
Thus, learning and adhering to the norms of her discourse community, as defined by 
Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995), looks different than it does for many graduate students.  
Especially at the graduate level, she never wrote anything longer than the text that would appear 
on her design posters.  This was consistent with my experience working with Architecture 
students at the Writers Workshop.  They usually only came to work on application materials for 
outside jobs or funding, and when they did, it was often my perception that their English 
language proficiency was below that of an average graduate student at UIUC.  According to 
many of their students who I worked with, high English language proficiency was not necessary 
to succeed in their department.  Instead, their program required design talent and the ability to 
use the necessary computer programs.  
 As a teaching assistant, Nadia responded to undergraduate student writing about 
Architecture History.  Through this experience, she learned that her professor did not care about 
writing style or mechanics; instead, she cared about students’ ideas and ability to communicate 
them.  She told me that at first, she graded her students harshly, corrected their grammar and 
spelling (most written assignments that she graded were in-class essay exams), and took off 




refocused herself only on the content and ideas.  This process reinforced to her that her 
department doesn’t care about any specific writing styles and saw writing only as an assessment 
of understanding of concepts.  Academic literacy in the Architecture Department is built in other 
ways, like mastery of technical skills and being able to use them to create compelling designs.   
 
 
Masters of Science in Policy Economics: Sema 
“Mathematics, that’s it. You have to know it.” -Sema 
Sema 
Sema was referred to my study by Fiona, and Fiona told me that she would be perfect for 
my study because she was “complicated” and “can tell me a lot about what it means to struggle” 
as a Saudi student in the US.  I sent her a text message, and she immediately responded with an 
offer of a meeting time and place.  When I went to meet her, I wasn’t sure how to recognize her.  
I knew she was friends with Fiona, and I knew that she drove, so I mistakenly assumed that she 
would be without a hijab.  I was waiting in the café, looking at people arriving to guess if they 
could be her when she arrived and confidently walked over to me and asked “Dorothy?”  After 
exchanging greetings, I started to tell her about my study, but she interrupted me to tell me about 
it herself based on what Fiona told her, which was all accurate.  She started telling me her 
academic and family background before I even asked.  
Department Context: Masters of Science in Policy Economics  
 The Masters of Science in Policy Economics (MSPE) at UIUC is in the Economics 
Department.  The department offers the MSPE and a PhD in Economics.  The program started in 
1984 and has over 1,600 alumni from over 100 countries.  College Choice ranks the program in 




potential students should choose the MSPE program at UIUC, and the first bullet point says that 
students can get a three year OPT after graduation instead of the one year OPT that most 
master’s programs in Economics would afford, meaning that they can stay in the US to work for 
three years after graduation.  This shows that the program appeals to international students, 
which is reflected in their student demographics as 93 % of students are international (Graduate 
Education Dashboard).  Admission requirements include a 79 on the TOEFL or a 6.5 on the 
ILETS, and no GRE score is required.  On average between 2012-2016, 894 students applied to 
the MSPE program, with 26% admitted and 66% of admitted students enrolling (UIUC Graduate 
Education Dashboard).  The curriculum requires four core courses and six electives.  According 
to the program website, it prepares students for PhD programs, careers in government and 
business, and broadens knowledge of current professionals.  The MSPE program is a cost 
recovery program, so it does not award any students with fellowships or assistantships.  In 
addition to the regular UIUC tuition and fees, students pay an enrichment fee of $1350 each 
semester.  The program offers numerous trips.  In the 2017-2018 academic year, they offered 
trips to company headquarters of Caterpillar and Anheuser-Busch InBev.  They also had trips to 
Springfield, Illinois to learn about state government and the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago.  
In addition, they also host numerous social events for students.    
Sema 
Sema selected her own pseudonym.  When I asked her why she chose this name, she said 
that it is because it is a “strong” name. Sema is from an, as she described it, upper middle-class 
family from Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.  Her father is a retired construction engineer, and her mother 
is an education evaluator.  She described her mother’s job as “she goes to the schools and tells 
the teachers what they should do.”  She has four sisters and is the second oldest.  She told me 




(Belgium, France, Germany, Austria, the UK), the US, Canada and Mexico.  She told me that her 
father made it a priority to make sure that his family saw the world outside of Saudi Arabia, and 
he has been supportive of his children’s pursuits of education and life abroad.  Sema is also close 
to her mother, who always makes a point to ask about school without being pushy or putting 
pressure on her. 
In primary school, Sema went to a private school where most of the teachers were 
foreign.  She said, “My Arabic teacher, she was so bad.  I don’t know even how to write in 
Arabic now because she was so bad.  Just copying and memorizing.”  When I asked Sema how 
English class was at her private primary school, she said simply, “Terrible!” with wide eyes and 
waved her hand in the air.  When asked to elaborate, she explained that the teachers were 
Palestinian and Syrian, and they just made them write the same paragraphs over and over.  She 
doesn’t remember being able to produce her own English words in writing or in speech.   
For middle school, she transferred to a public school “where students were misbehaved 
which was completely different from the private school with field trips and good students.”  She 
attended high school at a “good” public school and had all Saudi Arabian teachers.  However, 
high school was not all positive for Sema.  “High school focus was on religion, but my family is 
not that much religious.  I had a hard time to deal with teachers because I wasn’t so interested in 
religion, and teachers would use me as an example of what not to be.”  A teacher asked her to 
recite a Surah (a chapter of the Quran), and she said that she couldn’t.  She explained that she 
didn’t see the point of memorizing the Quran and Hadiths when she knew what they meant and 
knew what she was supposed to do and acted in a way that god would approve.  “I don’t think 
god cares if I have this thing memorized.  I know what is Islam, that is what matters.  I don’t care 




was targeted in high school because her religious devotion didn’t manifest in the ways that the 
teachers assessed.   
She told me that she did “surprisingly” well on her college placement test relative to her 
more academically talented sisters.  All of her sisters were on the math track, and her family 
“saw her as the stupid one.”  Her family was worried that she wouldn’t go to college at all.  
When she received her score on her college placement test, her mom called people and bragged 
about Sema’s score and “people told me I was genius.”  For undergraduate studies, Sema 
attended Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University, a public university in Riyadh with 
more than 100,000 students.  Without me asking any follow up questions, the first thing she told 
me after I asked where she went to undergrad was “we had to memorize the Quran there” with an 
exasperated face.   
She decided to study Economics because she liked her Economics class in high school, 
but her father wanted her study Business Administration because he felt it was a better degree to 
secure her a job.  She studied Economics anyways.  In college the longest thing she wrote in 
Arabic was half a page.  In English classes in college, she explained that she always did well 
when the teacher was Saudi and did poorly when the teacher was Syrian.  Her English courses in 
college covered reading, grammar (which included only multiple-choice assessments), and 
listening and speaking.  When I asked her to tell me about her English classes in college, she 
rolled her eyes and said, “lots of memorize and repeat.”   
In order to reinforce her point about the pointless memorization required in English 
classes throughout her education in Saudi Arabia, she told me another story from primary school.  
She had several classmates who had lived in the US while their fathers were working or 
studying, and they had attended schools there and could speak English well.  Instead of repeating 




the teacher would yell at them for not doing what they were supposed to do.  She remembers the 
look of sadness her classmate’s face as the teacher yelled at her like there was something wrong 
with her.  She clicked her tongue in disapproval.  
When I asked Sema about her reading habits, she explained that she likes reading Arabic 
novels and quickly listed a stream of her favorites.  As she did so, her temperament of 
disappointment and frustration about memorization in Saudi Arabian education faded away into 
excitement of thinking of her favorites.  She was currently reading a novel about Catholic 
Egyptian nuns in Palestine.   
Throughout college, Sema performed well, earned “good” grades, and graduated on time, 
which was something most of her peers did not do.  In fact, she graduated with her supposedly 
more academically talented older sister.  After she graduated, Sema applied for scholarships to 
study in the US, and she received the scholarships, but her sister did not.  Her father decided to 
pay for her sister so that they could go to the US together.   
The pair arrived to Champaign-Urbana to study English in the IEI in January 2014.  
When I asked why the IEI, why Champaign-Urbana, she said, “I heard that I could get 
conditional admission without TOEFL, but that wasn’t true.”  After she and her sister finished 
their first year at the IEI, they went back to Riyadh for a break.  Much to her surprise, her sister 
received and accepted a marriage proposal.  Her sister had not talked about wanting to take this 
route, and Sema expected to return to the US with her sister after their break.  Sema explained 
that she wasn’t that happy for her sister because she was thinking about how she was supposed to 
go back to the US by herself and if she wanted to do that or even if she could.  Her father thought 
her concerns were without cause and told her not to worry about it.  Her sister got married and 




the IEI in Champaign-Urbana with her father.  After she was settled and confident that she could 
live on her own, he returned to Riyadh, leaving Sema living alone for the first time.   
After she earned a 6.5 on ILETS (“7.5 in listening, 5.5 in reading, 6 in writing, 6.5 in 
speaking” she reported from the top of her head without any hesitation), she started applying to 
master’s programs in Economics.  She got admission at University of Nebraska and University 
of Kentucky but did not apply at UIUC because people told her that it was too hard and that she 
wouldn’t get in.  She went to Nebraska but “in my mind, I wanted a good university so from the 
beginning I didn’t accept myself there.”  (According my search of different rankings of master’s 
programs in Economics, UIUC is regularly in the top 10 or 20, while the University of 
Nebraska’s program was not included in any of the top 25 or 50 lists).   
Sema had seen steady progress during her English language studies at the IEI, earned a 
good ILETS score on time, and had multiple admission offers, but when she moved to Nebraska, 
her experience shifted from steady progress to immobilizing struggle.  She said, “I’m a morning 
person and the program is in the night, so I struggled, I didn’t success.  It was a bad experience.  
I didn’t accept me there.  I was in a good university in bachelor, I had good scores, so I wanted a 
good education.”  After one semester, she decided to return to Riyadh instead of continuing 
towards her degree.  In our first meeting, she did not go into details about why she made this 
decision, but through numerous other conversations, she reinforced that she did not envision 
herself there, that being a student there somehow violated her identity as a good student so much 
that she would rather quit the program than continue to graduation.  Because I felt that this was 
not a clear explanation, I pressed her on it several times.  Sema later told me that she was “found 
guilty” of violating the academic integrity policy for plagiarizing an assignment.  She said that 
she wasn’t kicked out but that she felt uncomfortable there.  In an unrelated conversation about 




sexual harassment, assault, and rape, she said “#MeToo, the ‘Me Too’ thing, that’s something 
that I noticed in Nebraska, and I was not comfortable there.”  For many reasons, she decided to 
leave the program, and visited Champaign-Urbana on the way home to say goodbye to her 
friends from the IEI. 
While visiting Champaign-Urbana, her friends encouraged her to apply at UIUC.  She 
went to the MSPE office with her ILETS score and transcripts, and the advisor that she spoke to 
told her that she should have applied there from the beginning.  Sema applied, got admission, 
and went back to Riyadh to be with her family until the next semester started.  She had not told 
her family that she left her program in Nebraska, so they were shocked and worried that she 
wouldn’t do well when she started at UIUC.   
In fall of 2016, she started in the MSPE program at UIUC.  She said, “I was shocked at 
the beginning.”  She went to counseling almost immediately after classes started.  “The professor 
put an equation on the board and just started doing it, and I panicked,” she explained when I 
asked her when she decided to go to counseling.  “In Nebraska I didn’t do well because I didn’t 
see myself there.  Here I didn’t do well because I didn’t know math.”  She earned a 2.2 GPA in 
her first semester, and her advisor warned her that she needed a 3.0 for the year or she’d be 
kicked out of the program.  In her second semester, she earned a 3.7- just enough to have a 3.0 
cumulative GPA.  “I don’t know how! I was staying at the library here until 4am just studying 
mathematics.  It was a tough time.”  She hired a tutor (a PhD Economics student from Indonesia) 
and studied math with all her spare time.  At the end of the semester, her advisor emailed her and 
asked her to come to his office, and “I was sure that he was going to tell me I’d be kicked!”  
Instead he congratulated her on her progress, told her he looked forward to seeing her continue to 




Sema praised the UIUC Counseling Center for its role in her ability to make a quick 
academic turnaround.  She explained that she also took sleeping pills every night “because my 
brain was working all the time because I was thinking always and not understanding.”  This time, 
she didn’t want to stop studying and go home “because I didn’t want to face failing another 
time.”  Her goal for counseling was to build self-esteem, and she expressed that she was able to 
meet this goal with her counselor.  Her counselor gave her stories to read (in English) about 
people who failed but were able to turn their situations around, and she knew that she could do it 
too.  “I was obsessed with thinking of the cumulative GPA of 3.0.”  Her efforts produced the 
necessary results.   
In the MSPE program, Sema is mostly friends with her female Indian classmates.  The 
department has a lounge where they do homework and study together.  Her social life outside of 
academics is mostly centered around the Saudi Arabian community in Champaign-Urbana.  
When relaxing, she likes to shop, take walks in the parks, and watching American TV series and 
classic Arabic TV series.  Sema is not involved in campus outside of her academic program.  
When I asked her about her thoughts about Unofficial, the GEO strike, the Chief Illiniwek 
mascot, and RSOs, she didn’t know anything about any of them.  She does not have any 
American friends and hasn’t interacted with Americans much. 
When discussing her experiences talking to people about herself and Saudi Arabia, she 
explained that she doesn’t have the experience of being asked about camels, oil, the desert, etc., 
like her friends.  However, she doesn’t like the perception that everyone is Saudi Arabia is rich 
because “no we are not, most of the people are in the middle class.”  She thinks that this 
misconception comes from where people place value and spend money.  “My vision about 
America is that they have a full cart of expensive food, but I spend my money on nice clothes 




her, she was dressed in a loose sweater, tight jeans, a hijab and black plastic framed glasses.  
Another time I met her, she was wearing sweats with a messy bun, and I almost completely 
missed her in the café because she looked so much like an American undergraduate student.  
Another time she wore her hair completely straight, which took hours to do.  Most of the time 
she was dressed in designer clothes, wore many different pairs of glasses, and rarely wore a 
hijab.  
I asked Sema about her experiences of discrimination, and she said that she has never 
experienced negative discrimination but regularly experiences positive discrimination.  “I don’t 
feel there is open racism,” she said.  “The people here smile at me.”  I asked if she feels that this 
has happened more since Donald Trump was elected in November 2016: 
Oh yes they smile even more.  The week after the election I was at the Pancake House 
with a niqab girl, and a woman came to our table and gave us a card with a gift 
certificate, and it said we are welcome here.  People pay my bill at Starbucks at least 
seven times. 
 
When that happens, she said, she always pays for the person behind her.  She went on: 
There is more attention on me when I go to the bus or walking around with my scarf, in a 
good way, but… it’s ok… I’m just a human being with this scarf, but maybe they think 
we not feeling safe, so they make us feel welcome which I like but they don’t know that 
we don’t care about their opinion.  
 
She suggested, however, that her mainstream American style and the fact that she doesn’t always 
wear a hijab and never wears a niqab makes her less subject to attention than other women who 
dress “less American.”   
In the middle of the semester, Sema went to a workshop for women in Computer Science 
with another female Saudi Arabian student at UIUC.  While Computer Science isn’t her field, 
she decided to go because it was in San Francisco, where she wanted to visit, and she was 
interested in the topic.  “The gender imbalance in Economics is the same as Computer Science, 




learned that everyone has their own problem.  Everyone has studied and has had issues – I 
always feel like I am the only one who struggled–but I remember that I am not the only one.”  A 
big surprise for her was that women were “talking about sexual assault of advisors,” and she 
lamented about how women are supposed to join male dominated fields when they are being 
pursued, harassed or assaulted by their advisors.  We had a long conversation of the general 
sense of hopelessness that we felt about how women have not achieved equity in terms of careers 
or wages, and that many men (and women) blame the inherent deficiencies of women for their 
lack of equity without recognizing what women are truly up against.   
When discussing her eventual interest in marriage and family life, she said “that is not my 
dream.”  However, she feels pressure that no one will accept that this is her choice and that she 
will be pitied for her whole life if she doesn’t.  “The last time I went home, I saw that they felt 
bad that I wasn’t married.  My friends from school, my aunt are telling me to get married and not 
be alone.  I am satisfied with my life and I want to have a PhD more than those things.”  One of 
her hesitations for marriage was that she doesn’t want a husband who is jealous of her success.  
Instead she wants someone to be a partner in that success.  Sema was always asking to hear my 
similar experiences and hear about my friends’ experiences that were different or aligned to hers 
to understand that this is not just an issue for Saudi Arabian women.  However, we both agreed 
that the consequences for not fulfilling society’s expectation of marriage and having a family is 
significantly more severe in Saudi Arabia and the expectation that a husband and wife are 
partners in success is lower. 
Sema’s struggles in the US were mostly related to her academics, and specifically related 
to mathematical knowledge.  To explain her issues with math, she explained, “I just didn’t have 
the basic knowledge they expected.  Then they want to teach starting beyond where I know.  I 




IEI or in the MSPE program.  Most of her coursework required mathematics homework with 
little writing, especially in her first year.  As an example of what her assignments, she explained 
that they had 20 problems to solve each week for her statistics class.  Some assignments did 
include a writing component, but “writing was never the main thing of anything in the first year.”  
Some classes, though, included course paper assignments, usually 10-15 pages.  Her longest 
paper for an MSPE course was 10 pages long and for her Development Economics course.  In 
this course, they learned to analyze data, collect their own data, and “play with it to get results.”  
She wrote her paper about looking for data points about education and health that were 
correlated.  When I asked her if she would have rather written her papers in Arabic, she didn’t 
hesitate and emphatically expressed her preference for writing in English.  With disgust she said, 
“I haven’t written anything [for school] in Arabic in my whole life.  We only copy things from 
books and never write down our own thoughts.” 
I asked Sema to explain her process when she gets a new writing assignment: 
The best thing to do is to start to write.  The intro and conclusion doesn’t need sources, so 
it’s easy to start there even if it isn’t making sense in the beginning and you don’t keep it.  
But the first thing is starting my idea.  After that it is became so much easier.  I’m not 
necessarily writing without any grammar error, but if you are just worried about what you 
are gonna write, it’s gonna be hard.   
 
To get a specific example of this process, I asked her to explain what she was currently working 
on.  Her idea was about comprehensive reforms in Saudi Arabia associated with the Vision 2030 
plan.  The plan seeks to stimulate growth of the number of companies in Saudi Arabia, 
specifically in the three main industrial cities.  She believes that focusing on these cities for 
company growth may have many long-term negative impacts as people are moving from smaller 
cities to bigger cities.  Furthermore, she believes that focusing on these three cities will have a 
negative impact on women’s employment.  “If you are a woman who is not in one of these cities, 




their wives and other female relatives may move with them, this plan will not have the same 
negative impact on men as it does on women.  Because she has an idea for the topic and cares 
about it, writing is easy, she says.  However, what is not easy is getting reliable data from Saudi 
Arabia to write about this topic.  I asked her if she thought there was a problem with approaching 
looking for data with a point (this policy will disproportionately hurt women) to prove will affect 
the objectivity of her research.  She wrinkled her nose, waved her hand dismissively, and said 
“whatever.”   
 She is working on this paper with a partner, which is common in the MSPE program.  
She only wrote one out of six papers on her own.  I asked her how she felt about writing partner 
papers and if she was surprised that this was an option.  She said, “Surprised! Yes!”  I asked 
about balancing the work between partners and how people select partners, and she explained: 
Like this time, this guy I’m writing with, I am partners with him because he came to me 
and said I don’t have a partner, can we be partners.  I already had my idea, so I just told 
him ok this is what we will do.  But since then I am always chasing him to get him to do 
anything and it’s making me stressed.  But before it has worked better for me.  The 
semester I needed to raise my grade, I was very aggressive to choose a good partner for 
my econometrics class.  There is one American guy who is genius with mathematics, and 
I went to him and told him he is my partner and he said, ok.  He works at a bank and 
doesn’t like meetings, only email and text, so he was great. 
 
She explained that he did the ideas and math, she wrote the paper, and then he “fixed it.”  For 
other partner papers, she wrote a timeline of Egyptian economics with a Jordanian classmate 
where one completed everything before a certain date, and the other did everything after.     
 Overall, she believes that writing and overall English language proficiency has not been a 
big source of issues for her.  “In my program, we are all international.  I think I can speak 
English better than most of them.”  Her worst writing experience, though, was on paper in the 
first semester in her second year.  She said, “The professor, an Egyptian guy, he actually gave 
me a D!”  I asked about the feedback that she got on the paper, and she said that his only 




learn and resubmit to get a better grade!  He still didn’t want to teach me, so I taught myself.  I 
resubmitted, and he changed my grade to B.”   
 I asked about how writing a paper by herself, as all of her IEI and English courses 
required, compared to writing a paper with a partner.  She believes that writing for Economics is 
different than writing a paper for English.  “For English, your paper is about your language.  For 
Economics, your paper is about your idea, your data, your math.  It makes more sense that two 
people should work together on ideas, data and math than language.  With language, the one who 
is better will do everything and the other won’t learn.”  I asked if she ever felt like she could do a 
partner paper with someone and let them do all the work, and she said, “I came this long way to 
learn not to let people do the work for me, which is surprising for a Saudi girl.”  I asked her to 
explain what she meant, and she continued:  
They don’t want to work.  They choose the easiest universities where they can get old 
tests.  I could see that in Nebraska.  The girls are graduating with a 4.0 GPA and their 
English isn’t that good.  I know they didn’t write the paper.  It’s so professional.  I can’t 
imagine she did it.  It’s so structured and the data, oh my god, after I saw her paper, I 
know that they have a website for writing.    
 
I asked her to tell me more about her experience getting caught for plagiarism.  “I don’t know 
how he caught me, he was so genius!” she said.  “Everyone told me just to use this old paper 
because I will get an easy A, but what’s the point of getting an easy A if I am not learning, so I 
left that place and came to a real university to learn something.”   
 I asked her, “What makes you different now from before that you don’t want an easy A?”  
She replied: 
I wanted to convince to myself that I am a good student and I can do a good life after my 
graduation because I always wanted in undergrad to be like the people talking on TV 
about their sectors and field and I didn’t know what they were saying.  I wanted to be like 
them one day.  When I went to Nebraska, I felt 100 % I would be as the same girl as 





 Beyond her academic issues with math, Sema’s next most significant source of stress and 
troubles was from her the Saudi Arabian community.  She talked in detail about not getting along 
with the women in Nebraska.  In Champaign-Urbana, while she felt that she was among more 
like-minded people with similar goals, she was not without issue.  Because she most often is 
without a hijab, she believes that she faces suspicion from the women who do always cover.   
She told me a story that gave a glimpse into the complicated relationships she had in the 
Saudi community in Urbana-Champaign.  When we went out for Indian food on a Sunday, she 
told me about the party she attended the night before.  It was a Saudi party with both men and 
women and hosted by a married couple.  She went to the party with Fiona, and Fiona kept joking 
with the husband about how cute one of his friends is.  Sema said that this was making everyone 
else feel uncomfortable, and that it doesn’t matter that it was Fiona and not herself because they 
are friends, anything “bad” that Fiona does also reflects on Sema.  She said, “I already went there 
without hijab so you think I cannot shame myself more than that, but it’s possible!”  She 
explained the stress of always being watched and gossiped about.  Even if you don’t do anything 
“bad,” the fact that they are talking about you will be enough.  Simply by not always wearing a 
hijab, she explained, she will always be considered “bad” by some people in her community.  
“My father knows that I am without hijab, and he doesn’t care.  He is the only one who should 
care, and if he doesn’t care, then it doesn’t matter.”  While she insisted that she doesn’t care what 
anyone else thinks, she also lamented about feeling watched and judged by other Saudis.   
Sema and I met one last time the day before her graduation.  Her father was in town to 
attend the event and was with us for our conversation.  “How does it feel, knowing that you’re 
totally finished, and you succeeded in reaching your goal?” I asked her.  “Good, very good, 
excited.  There were many times I thought I wouldn’t be here,” she answered with a calm smile.  




time we talked, she told me that she had an interview with a professor at a university in Saudi 
Arabia to get a scholarship and future job with them.  She told me that she was nervous about it 
because it was important but also because she wasn’t sure if the interview would be in Arabic or 
English and wasn’t sure which one would be worse.  She told me that it was in English, and she 
was so nervous because his English was better than hers.  Because she hadn’t heard back from 
him for two weeks, she said that she was confident that she wouldn’t get it.  Her plan was to go 
home and continue to look for funding.  The PhD program is willing to offer her in admission in 
fall 2019, so she has one year to secure funding.  “If this was before, before they made changes 
with the King Abdullah scholarship, I would already have it,” she guessed.  Because she is not 
the only Saudi I know with this issue, I had been wondering about the impact of the change of 
this policy on the aspirations of potential Saudi Arabian students.  Just a few years ago, when she 
was developing her goals, the scholarship would have been secure.  I asked her, “Do you think 
knowing that the scholarship was there and thinking that it would continue to be there affected 
your goal setting to want to get a PhD?”  She thought for a moment and then said “Maybe, 
maybe, but I think that I can still do it.” 
I asked about how her last paper with her partner went.  Her eyes got wide as she 
exclaimed “just 12 hours before the submission we submitted!”  I laughed and said that as an 
instructor, I would say that it is likely that their paper was one of the first submitted.  “Yeah but 
like he gave us the homework like three months ago and we just finished it right before the 
submission!”  She was done with her part several days before, and he kept ignoring her emails 
and texts until the day before.  “Actually, we couldn’t find some data about Saudi Arabia 
exactly, so we wrote about Spain because there was a similar paper,” she explained.  “If we 
wanted the data we would have to go to Saudi Arabia.  It’s not worth it, it’s not my dissertation!”  




put our variables together and make calculations about it, it’s all assumptions, we don’t know if 
it’s accurate or not.”  Her major concern about the paper was her partner’s potential plagiarism.  
She told me that they were in English writing class together and that the instructor returned his 
papers to rewrite, but she didn’t know why.  “I am so so careful, and I am 100 % sure that my 
part has no plagiarism, but I can’t say about his.  I don’t want what happened in Nebraska 
again.” 
Looking forward, I asked her about her plans for her PhD and fallback options if she 
doesn’t get funding.  “If I don’t get funding, I will try to see what else I can do” she said as she 
subtly darted her eyes towards her father and smiled.  We talked for a long time about her ideas 
for Economics research related to education and the development on Saudi Arabia.  Sema 
wanted to investigate the variables that lead to academic success and wonders if it starts in high 
school.  She explained: 
I can say that I don’t have natural (academic) talent.  Yeah, I’m not much having IQ 
person… I can say that myself, I am not that much genius girl. I work hard to get 
something I want but I want to study.  Whether this is from the education I had, or 
myself, but the thing is like I graduated with honors, so I don’t know where is the issue or 
maybe it’s from back in high school, like not getting mathematics or science.  And I am 
not a good example to say that yes, I have background because the high school only had 
two sides, like me doing history and the other side going science.  If two of us went to the 
same school in different sides, would the other come here to study Economics and be 
more good than me?  I have no idea.   
 
Overall, her goal for future research would be to understand how to help Saudi Arabia improve 
its education in order to grow the economy in fields unrelated to oil.  “It can’t be oil, oil, oil 
forever, but people don’t want to think that,” she said with a sigh.  “We can’t keep thinking of 
education as memorize and repeat.  I want to be a teacher in the university because I want to test 
girls about their understanding not their memorizing.”  “What’s the difference?” I asked.  She 
explained: 
It’s too much difference… If you understand a topic you will write everything in your 




anything and just put it without understanding and if anyone asks me about the topic I 
will not answer because I just memorized.  But if I understand it, I can paraphrase it, I 
can tell you what is meaning of like economic growth or anything.  They need to stop 
relying on oil and invest in this education.   
 
She also mentioned that it will be hard for her to get a job as a lecturer in a university because 
they hire foreign teachers for cheaper.  Her father interrupted her to say that the real problem is 
that “the people” are bad.  Because he was mixing what he knew of English with Arabic, I didn’t 
catch everything he said, but they started arguing in Arabic a bit.  She got the last word and then 
said to me, “Yes, there are many possible solutions, but we can’t change quality of people, so we 
must change something else.”   
 Finally, with the perspective of the four years she’s had in the US and having completed 
her master’s degree, I asked her to give advice for future students from Saudi Arabia coming to 
UIUC.  “Take the English writing class with Sarah” because that’s where she learned so many 
important general skills that helped her succeed at UIUC.  (See page 215 for a discussion of my 
interview with Sarah).  I asked her to explain what they learned in that class: 
First thing is don’t only look for the abstract when reading a paper because the abstract 
summarize everything together, but you have to go to the results… You should look for 
the literature review and see what they are writing.  Maybe the paper that you reviewed 
has more papers related to your topic.  You have to read other papers well to be able to 
write your own paper well.   
 
Her other main piece of advice is to not listen to other Saudi Arabian students.  Sema 
came to the IEI in Champaign-Urbana because someone told her that she could get admission 
there without a TOEFL, which wasn’t true.  Saudis told her not to apply at UIUC because it 
would be too hard to get in and the program would be too hard, so she didn’t apply, but later 
when she did, she was admitted.  Saudi advice is what resulted in her moving to Nebraska for a 
program where she didn’t feel like herself.  She went on: 
When I was in the English institution I had so many friends go back to Saudi Arabia after 
getting English courses, but the thing is like if you say a lot of things like you can’t make 




like getting deeply in their minds and they will not reach it, so after the Saudis gone from 
the English institution, I had a good result on ILETS and I could, I don’t listen to them, 
like maybe this kind of issue is –what is the word?... Spreads, spreads all over the Saudi 
mind.  
 
For MSEP students, her only advice is “mathematics, that’s it. You have to know it.”  
MSPE TA Perspectives  
In summer 2018, I separately interviewed two TAs in the MSPE program about their 
experiences teaching courses.  They were both PhD candidates in UIUC’s Economics 
Department, and both earned their master’s degrees elsewhere.  I asked them what issues are 
most common for students in the MSPE program.  One, a female international student from India 
in her 5th year of her program, said: 
Many of them do not have mastery of the basic mathematics concepts necessary to master 
the course materials.  We don’t teach the basics because there isn’t time, and they are 
expected to enter the program knowing certain things, but there is no way that we 
confirm their specific knowledge prior to admission or taking classes. 
 
 She went on to say that as an instructor, it’s difficult for her to know that many students aren’t 
following the math, but also she knows that she doesn’t have time to go back and teach basics 
and still teach everything included in the course.  The other, a female American student in her 4th 
year, said “they are all hardworking and serious students, and the students come from all over the 
world.  They have very different backgrounds in how much they know and different expectations 
for classroom culture.  I think everyone experiences this together, though, so it’s not a big deal.  
The big deal is basic math.”  Similar to the other TA, she talked about feeling bad about leaving 
students behind but not having enough time to cover basics that aren’t included in the 
curriculum.  I asked them both about their experiences with students’ written work.  One said, 
“it’s really just not a focus.”  The other said, “There are often a lot of mistakes, but you can 
always understand, and we don’t care about stuff like that.”    




 When I asked Sema if she could send me one of her course papers, she said she knew 
which one to send me because she knew that I would like the topic, which was women’s 
participation in the Saudi Arabian labor market.  It was written for her economic growth course.  
The assignment was to write 10-15 pages on any topic related to economic growth.  The paper is 
written in APA style and has some formatting issues (e.g. wrong font in header, parenthetical 
dates at the end of sentences instead of after authors’ names, missing citations).  Grammatically, 
it contains numerous errors (e.g. wrong word form, missing copula, possessive and plural issues, 
wrong verb tense).  In fact, there are very few clauses that do not contain some kind of error.  
However, the paper is comprehensible despite grammar issues.  I found the organization to be 
clear and logical, and each paragraph contains discussion of one central topic.  In the paper, she 
argues that cultural limitations are central to low levels of women’s participation in the labor 
market.  The main higher order concern that stands out to me as a reader is use of personal 
opinion and lack of supporting citations.  For example, she wrote: 
In Saudi Arabia, most of the job positions prefer to have men than women. For example, 
in college, they prefer to hire men in some teaching positions than women.  The 
explanation for this due to that men are less likely to get a vacation like motherhood 
vacation or breastfeeding hour.  However, this is not a big issue due to the high rate of 
unmarried women that could fill these positions, and even if they are married this is not 
an excuse to not offer them a job.  Motherhood is only two months, which is not a lot and 
breastfeeding hour is one hour only, so she can do her job after or before this hour. 
 
This paragraph does not contain any information from a source.  The paper also contains several 
large generalizations that are not supported with evidence or data.  For example, “Most of the 
women in Saudi Arabia feel guilty if they work.  They think the best job is raising children and 
keep taking care of them.”   
 Overall, based on my conversations with Sema on this and similar topics, as I read this 
paper, I see it as a description of her own experiences and perceptions of women’s participation 




of working men and women, education levels by gender, statistics about working women’s 
fields.  She has some scholarly citations in parts of her descriptions of cultural barriers for 
women’s entry to the labor market.  
 This paper is an example of how Sema’s passions, experiences, and academic goals align.  
She is passionate about improving the economic growth of Saudi Arabia and the role of women 
and education in this pursuit.  She knows that her continued studies in the US is dependent on 
her father’s permission, which she does not believe is completely secure.  In the conclusion of 
the paper, she includes solutions to the problem of low female participation in the labor force, 
writing, “It also important to get rid of the rule that stated having male relative to females who 
want to study abroad.  Changing the idea of giving the importance of male in females live is the 
key to give the females more freedom.”  While she disobeyed her father in her choice of major, 
her choice of continuing to study in the US is dependent on him financially if she does not find 
funding, but it is also dependent on his basic permission.  If he wants her to stay and get a 
teaching job, there is no option for her to pursue her PhD outside of Saudi Arabia.  This concern 
is not only a theoretical or abstract suggestion in a paper; it’s a barrier that she faces to achieving 
her dreams.  
  Discussion 
 Sema was a serious and critical person with a research agenda and career goals that relate 
to making her country better in her eyes.  She is one of the only Saudi Arabian’s whom I have 
ever heard directly criticize her government and speak about how her goals and plans for her life 
are inconsistent with the expectations of her society.  She bares the weight of this in her 
seriousness.  She knows that the path ahead of her will be full of resistance.  Being an unmarried 
and childless Saudi Arabian woman in her late 20’s and early 30’s, which she likely will be (and 




her serious nature, I perceived her as fun, and she enjoyed fashion, gossip, and other things 
outside of what is related to her field and career goals.  Her experience in the US cycled between 
easy going success in the IEI, misery and failure in Nebraska, and academic difficulties that gave 
way to success won through hard work at UIUC.  
Sema’s Academic Acculturation  
  Sema’s experience with academic acculturation in the US had three phases: progress and 
success in the IEI, crisis turned to quitting in Nebraska, and finally crisis turned to success at 
UIUC.  Throughout her changing relationships with co-national peers and belief in herself 
affected her academic acculturation.  As Fiona told me about her, she was a great example of a 
Saudi student who had struggled, but she was also a great example of a student who developed in 
a way that helped her turn from quitting and failure to success and setting even higher goals for 
the future.  Turning her failure around taught her that there was no academic task that she could 
not tackle as long as she worked hard.  
 English proficiency.  Sema did not believe that English proficiency was an issue for her 
academics.  She learned well in the IEI and earned a good ILETS score well before her English 
language scholarship ended.  Once in her master’s programs, English was not a concern, which 
she links this to the department’s context.  She believed that any issues she had with English 
were minor compared to most of her classmates who had lower levels of English proficiency.   
 Help-seeking behaviors.  Sema demonstrated a lot of help-seeking behaviors after she 
came to UIUC, which has been correlated to positive acculturation processes (Bastien, Seifen-
Adkins & Johnson’s, 2018).  She went to the Counseling Center in the first weeks of her first 
semester and believes that this was instrumental to her eventual success.  Sema hired a math 
tutor who she worked with regularly for a full semester to catch up her math knowledge to where 




semester where she needed to raise her GPA in order to stay in the program.  This contrasts with 
her experience in Nebraska.  In Nebraska she sought help from her peers in the form of getting 
another student’s paper.  Once at UIUC, her help-seeking was ethical and often institutional.  
These help-seeking behaviors were hinged on the development of her self-esteem and belief that 
she was capable of accomplishing her goals. 
 Relationships with co-national, international and Americans.  Sema’s time in the US 
can be broken up into three phases with different relationships with other students, especially co-
national peers.  First, she was in the IEI, with her sister as her closest contact, and her 
relationships were with other Saudi Arabian students.  Next, she went to Nebraska, where again 
her social relationships were mostly with co-national peers, but this time, their influence was 
extremely negative on her academic acculturation.  She spent most of her time with students who 
hired people to write papers, and in her assessment, couldn’t speak English, and wives of 
students who had never graduated from high school.  She felt that she was misplaced and more 
academic and hardworking than her Saudi classmates in Nebraska, but also submitted a paper 
that she did not write.  This and many other factors contributed to her leaving the program.  
However, it was co-national peers who helped her get back on track.  Her last phase 
began as a master’s student at UIUC, where most of her social relationships were again with co-
national students, but this time, she felt that they had common work ethic and level of academic 
interest.  Were it not for the intervention of her Saudi friends when she visited Urbana-
Champaign on the way home from quitting her program in Nebraska, Sema likely would have 
never graduated with a master’s in the US.  Beyond co-national friends, at UIUC she also made 
friends with other international students, mostly Indian and Pakistani women in her department.  




 Sema’s experience with social relationships is both aligned and not aligned to previous 
research about academic acculturation.  She gained academic support and motivation from co-
national peers as research suggests (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Nomnian, 2017; Taylor & Ali, 
2017).  However, this was only with co-national peers who she perceived as socially similar with 
similar academic aspirations.  Co-national peers did not universally provide acculturative 
support, and in fact, they were often a source of stress both socially and academically in similar 
ways experienced by participants of Nomnian’s (2017) research about Thai graduate students.  
She avoided the potential discrimination that comes from American peers reported in previous 
literature (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998) because in her four years in the US, she did not have any 
relationships with Americans.  Despite this lack of personal relationships, she felt welcomed and 
supported by Americans in the community, namely strangers who paid her restaurant and coffee 
bills.   
 Funding source.  Sema was funded by the KASP, which meant that her tuition and 
living stipend were provided by her government, and she did not have to work. 
 Department context.  Features of UIUC’s MSPE program impacted Sema’s academic 
acculturation.  Most students are international, which Sema believes helped her English 
proficiency issues be ignorable by professors.  The TAs who I interviewed had similar views.  As 
they saw it, different academic acculturation, English language and cultural issues were 
experienced by all students.  The fact that the MSPE program is a cost recovery program where 
no students have assistantships also affected her academic acculturation.  Generally, students 
were in the same situation where their purpose on campus was devoted to their coursework and 
not assistantships.  Furthermore, the department had a student lounge where students 
congregated to do work together, which facilitated Sema’s relationships with her classmates.  




this was the most common problem that students face.  Because this challenge was not unique to 
Sema, faculty and TAs were familiar with her struggle, and she was not alone.   
 Sema’s comparison of her experience in Nebraska and at UIUC offer further insights into 
the departmental and even institutional context.  In her mind, UIUC was a good school, and 
Nebraska was a bad school.  Beyond rankings, her evidence for this was the quality of students 
both within her department and co-national students on campus in general.  At UIUC, she found 
driven and hardworking peers, while in Nebraska, she found the opposite.   
 Individual disposition and goals.  Sema describes a slow change in her disposition that 
affected her academic trajectory, which was how over time she learned not to listen to what other 
Saudi Arabians say and not to let others control what she thought was right or possible for 
herself.  Her choice to study at the IEI was influenced by wrong information, her belief that she 
couldn’t be admitted to UIUC was influenced by wrong information, her choice to submit a 
plagiarized paper was influenced by wrong information that she wouldn’t be caught.  Finally, she 
realized that she shouldn’t listen to what other people tell her and do what feels right to her, a 
disposition that allowed her, not without challenge, to graduate with her master’s degree and 
continue to seek funding for her PhD program while others tell her that it’s too hard and unlikely 
to happen.  The shift from following the groupthink that told her not to pursue hard paths to 
believing in herself had a big impact on her academic acculturation and resiliency.   
 Another crucial part of Sema’s disposition was her belief that she is not a genius but that 
she is proud of being hardworking.  She told me several times that she knows that she is not the 
smartest or most academic person but that she works hard.  Her belief that hard work can result 
in achieving her goals is an essential part of her disposition that allowed her to achieve her goal 
and set new ones.  Starting at the beginning of her degree program at UIUC, Sema focused on 




Ecological Systems Model and Sema’s Academic Acculturation  
 Microsystem.  Sema’s microsystem included her Saudi Arabian friends, peers in her 
academic program, her advisor, other professors, and friends and family in Saudi Arabia.  Her 
relationships with these people impacted her entire ecological system and her acculturation.   
 Relationships with co-national, international and American peers.  As mentioned, 
Sema’s relationships with co-national peers were both a source of support and source of stress.  
The group of Saudi Arabians who she perceived to judge and exclude her, Fiona, and another 
friend, caused strife for her.  While she told me many times that she doesn’t care what other 
Saudi Arabians think of her, she talked about how they excluded her nearly every time we 
discussed her social life.  To add complexity to this dynamic, she also judged Fiona in a similar 
way that other Saudi Arabians judged her.  She thought that Fiona’s behavior talking about men 
and having invited men to their gatherings was going too far.  Thus, while she was judged for her 
liberal views, she also felt that others had too liberal views.  She struggled to find peers who 
would not judge her but also to find peers who did not make her uncomfortable with too liberal 
views or too careless behavior.  Another difficulty with co-national peers in her microsystem was 
with her sister who accepted a marriage proposal, as Sema saw it, abandoning both her and her 
sister’s academic and professional goals.   
 Relationships with faculty.  Overall Sema felt that she had good relationships with 
faculty and her advisor.  Her advisor, she told me, was stern enough to show her that her 
academic probation was serious and that not reaching a specific GPA would result in her 
expulsion from the program, but he was also supportive and urged her not to give up and praised 
her when she succeeded.  Other than with one professor who told her that she lacked basic 
understanding of a concept in her final paper, she did not have conflicts or stories of tensions or 




 Friends and family in Saudi Arabia. Sema’s relationship with her family was 
complicated.  From childhood, she was regarded at the child who was not academic.  She 
violated her father’s wishes when she decided to study Economics in college.  Her family was 
supportive of her choice to study in the US, including the fact that her father even paid for her 
sister to go with her despite her sister not earning a scholarship.  Her relationship with her sister 
changed after her sister got married and moved to The Netherlands instead of joining her in her 
return to the US to continue studies.  She spoke of tension with her aunts who pressured her to 
take a path more similar to her sister and judged her for not.  While she talked to her immediate 
family on the phone regularly, she did not tell them when she decided to leave her program in 
Nebraska and instead traveled to Urbana-Champaign without their knowledge.  Having the 
opportunity to meet her father and see them interact gave me a glimpse of the tensions between 
them.  When she talked about her PhD aspirations in front of him, she lowered her voice.  While 
he supported her decision to study in the US, he is less supportive of her returning to pursue a 
PhD.  In accordance to Saudi Arabian law, his permission is legally required for her to leave the 
country, so his support is absolutely necessary for her to reach this goal.   
 Exosystem.  
 Media. Like Fiona, Sema watched a lot of American TV series with young female lead 
characters.  She had many questions for me about the expectations for getting married and 
having children based on what she had seen.  Because she had no American friends, her 
understanding of the expectations for women in the country were based around media 
representations.  
 Healthcare services.  Sema turned to the Counseling Center once she felt panicked by 




very beneficial for helping her to develop self-esteem and agency that allowed her to work hard 
and reach the GPA she needed to be able to stay in the program.   
 Macrosystem.  The attitudes and ideologies of her culture vary a great deal with the 
attitudes and ideologies of the US, Illinois, and Urbana-Champaign; however, because most of 
her social relationships were with people from her home macrosystem, her transition from one to 
the other is not a simple adjustment.  Her experience demonstrates that macrosystem attitudes 
and ideology are diverse and that thinking about them as singularly determined by country-of-
origin causes misunderstandings.  Her Saudi Arabian peers felt differently about different issues 
that came from adjusting to the culture of the US.  While some were more conservative than her, 
others were more liberal.  Sema expressed being uncomfortable with both the macrosystems of 
the US and Saudi Arabia.   
Language and Writing: Building Academic Literacy in the MSPE program 
 While Sema focused on discussing her issues with learning mathematics, the MSPE 
program also required her to build understanding the discourse conventions of the field of 
Economics.  While she didn’t consider issues with writing to be a challenge for her, her story 
about the professor who gave her a D on her paper because she had a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the issue tells a different story.  Additionally, the paper that she gave me 
demonstrates that she has written an academic paper from a personal perspective with few 
citations in a way that, I believe, is inconsistent with the discourse conventions of the field of 
Economics. However, the aim here is not to assess whether or not she has developed academic 
literacy.  Instead, based on her description of her process of learning, she received little writing 
feedback from professors and instructors.  The only feedback she received on her D paper was 
that she did not understand what she was writing about, and to her frustration, the professor did 




According to Sema and two MSPE teaching assistants, writing is a not a focus of their 
program.  Instead, the program aims to build students’ mathematics and quantitative analysis 
abilities rather than communicate about their work.  Most of Sema’s assignments and 
assessments were based on solving mathematics problems.  The MSPE program’s context is 
important in considering how it guides students towards developing Academic literacy and the 
role that language plays.  As Sema said, any issues she had with English language seemed 
minimal compared to her classmates.  As the teaching assistants said, the program is focused on 
mathematics.  Most of its students do not intent to go on to PhD studies.  The program prepares 
them for what is necessary in government and industry positions in the field of Economics rather 
than preparing them for the discourses required to communicate academically in their field.  
ESL Instructor Perspective: Sarah 
 Because multiple participants mentioned their ESL courses at UIUC as significant 
towards their development of learning how to communicate in their academic fields in English, I 
interviewed the ESL instructor that two mentioned by name as the most helpful in this process. 
At the beginning of their time at UIUC, NNES international students take an English Placement 
Test (EPT), and their TOEFL score and EPT scores determine if and what classes they should 
take.  Fiona, Sema, and Nadia took ESL 511 and 512, the two-sequence writing courses for 
students with TOEFL scores below recommended scores.  Jamilah was taking 511 at the time 
research was conducted and will take 512 in Fall 2018 semester, and Noor and Amal did not 
have to take either.  Sema didn’t have much to say about 511, and Nadia and Fiona spoke 
negatively about it.  Nadia said that it wasn’t useful for her, and Fiona complained that the topics 
were horrible for her.  Fiona, Sema, and Nadia all mentioned ESL 512 as the course for which 
they wrote their longest paper.  While Nadia spoke positively about the class, Fiona and Sema 




and academic literacy development, and they both named the same instructor, Sarah, by name as 
an essential person who they considered to contribute to their ability to adapt to graduate studies 
in the US.  I contacted Sarah to ask her if she would talk with me about her experience teaching 
it and her goals for the course, and she agreed. 
 Sarah has been teaching ESL as a lecturer at UIUC for five years, and most of her courses 
have been writing courses and mostly writing courses for graduate students.  She taught EFL in 
her home country for a few years before coming to the US, and she earned her MATESL from 
UIUC when she took similar classes herself.  Some students, she told me, are resistant to having 
to take English classes because they feel that they are already fluent.  She felt the same when she 
took her ESL writing course during her MATESL program.  Other than in that writing course, 
she didn’t feel that she received a lot of feedback on her course papers or on her MA thesis.  She 
said that she was surprised by that at the time, but from her perspective now as a lecturer, she 
said, “I think a lot of students are surprised by that, but they need to know that an advisor is not 
going to hold your hand… this is your responsibility… you shouldn’t go into this with the 
expectation that someone is going to help you.” 
 She told me about the structure and goals of the two-course writing sequence.  The first 
class, 511, intends to introduce students to academic writing in English, and that all students do 
the same things for the course regardless of their fields of study.  They start with a five-
paragraph argumentative essay and then they write a synthesis paper, working with the same 
sources and using APA.  In the second course, 512, “students have more freedom to decide what 
they will do… and that’s how we get into more discipline-specific discourse.”  She told me how 
she sees the culminating project of a literature review of any topic they choose from their field: 
It’s substantial… it’s 10-12 pages with 10 sources.  In the class, we guide them through 
the process of doing the research, but everybody is doing their own thing… I know one 
of your later questions is how we deal with teaching field-specific discourse, and I think I 




So we tell them, ok, here are the standard elements that are found in introductions in 
different disciplines, right, now go look to see what people do in your discipline.   
 
Thus, the assignment is designed to help them realize their field-specific discourse and writing 
conventions on their own.  She went on to say that they suggest students ask their advisors to 
find the best journals and the most reputable authors to analyze their work.  “In that respect, I’m 
only asking them, what did you find?  And help them try to find some patterns to see what they 
should do in their papers.”   
While learning to write a literature review can be helpful support for many graduate 
students, she knows that writing original research has even more disciplinary variance that 
students will need to understand later in their graduate programs.  In order to understand how to 
support students learning to write original research, Sarah interviewed faculty on campus about 
their writing styles and what they believe are important writing conventions and made videos of 
the interviews.  This project has led to a database of different conventions by field and videos 
that students can watch.    
I asked Sarah to tell me about what she hopes her students will take away from ESL 511 
and 512.  Logic and coherence are the main things that she considers when giving students 
feedback.  “How can you teach coherence?... You can show them examples of coherence, but it’s 
hard when it makes sense all in your head to make sure that it will make sense to someone who 
doesn’t see what’s in your head.  That’s what we want them to realize.”  She believes that she 
makes it clear to students that the papers that they write for ESL classes are supposed to written 
for a general audience, and this is a way that they ask students to think about the audience for 
their writing.  Even if she doesn’t understand all the terms in students’ fields, if a paper is written 
for a general audience, she believes she should be able to follow the logic.  She doesn’t give 
students feedback about the validity of the content but rather about if she can understand the 




complications about any attempts to directly teach students field-specific discourse and 
conventions.  It’s impossible for her to know the all the variations across fields, and these 
variations are not static.  Instead, her goal is to teach students how to read work in their own 
fields to develop their own understanding of field-specific discourse and writing conventions.   
If it’s so hard to teach students discipline-specific discourse, rhetoric, and writing 
structures, I asked her, why should we even do it at all?  “The best moments in my class is when 
students are discovering things on their own,” and then in class, they share the patterns they find 
with their classmates and see that there is a difference and realize that they need to follow the 
patterns that they found to fit in with their fields.  Other topics she wants students to think about 
as they are in ESL 512 are what the audience expects to find in a paper and where, how to use 
that knowledge to be efficient readers, evaluating reliability of sources, synthesizing sources, and 
avoiding plagiarism.    
We went on to talk about subjective, individual preferences for writing styles.  For 
example, she can tell students that they should write with short sentences and another instructor 
can tell them that they should write in long sentences, and neither of those is right or wrong but a 
matter of preference and style.  Instead, she tries to teach students that a lot of the elements of 
“good” writing are subjective and context and task-specific.  Instead of teaching what’s “right,” 
she strives to teach students to understand that there is not always a right or wrong, and that they 
should be paying attention to individual faculty member’s preferences and realize that those 
preferences are not universally shared even within their fields.  According to Sarah, ESL 511 and 
512 doesn’t teach students how to write with discipline-specific discourse and conventions.  
Instead, it teaches them how to learn those things on their own in a structured environment and 
the steps of the research process in general.  Finally, she added that, “our courses are very highly 




I also asked Sarah about her experience teaching Gulf Arab students, and she said that 
she has had them in her classes, but that they make up a very small percentage of her students.  
“It’s just not enough to generalize, but I would say that they are hardworking, and I think I 
remember issues with grammar.” 
Researcher’s Memos 
 Throughout the research process, I kept memos about my thoughts about interviews, 
participant’s writing, and more.  I also recorded people’s reactions when telling them about my 
research.  For people who were not in the field of international education or TESL, the most 
common reaction was something along the lines of “oh they must feel so free here!”  and / or 
discussion about dealing with their exposure to men.  Discussions of my research with people in 
my field always turned to plagiarism, violations of academic integrity, and lack of student 
preparedness for writing. What follows is a representative selection of my memos about 
reactions from people who are in the field of international education or ESL: 
30 January – International Educators Career Fair, UIUC 
 I was talking to a professor of ESL and Bilingual Education at another Illinois university.  
She asked me about my dissertation topic, and when I told her, she responded with a pensive 
nod.  She said, “I have had many Saudi students.  That seems like a really important topic” and 
nodded her head slowly.  She told me about how she felt that they were often unprepared for the 
writing for higher education and that they resorted to plagiarism often not out of laziness but out 
of desperation.   
29 March – Comparative and International Education Symposium, Mexico City 
 I presented preliminary analysis of Fiona’s case at a round table about international 
graduate students.  All of the other participants were Chinese international graduate students 




professor of international and comparative education at a small east coast university.  After the 
round table, she and I discussed her perceptions of Saudi Arabian students and her perception 
that she wouldn’t be surprised if faculty members wanted to avoid taking them on as students 
specifically because their writing will need so much work.   
2 June – NAFSA workshop, Washington DC 
 I was chatting with an international student services staff from a university in Minnesota. 
When I told her my dissertation topic, she told me that her office deals more academic integrity 
issues with Saudi students than students from any other country even though Saudis aren’t well 
represented on campus.  Mostly, she told me, their issues are with submitting other students’ 
previous work as their own.   
24 June – Discussion with a former ESOL colleague  
 I was catching up with a former colleague from teaching English in Ohio, and I told her 
about my dissertation topic.  She immediately became wide eyed and interrupted me to tell me a 
story that she recently experienced.  She currently teaches at a private, south east coast university 
with a large Saudi Arabian population, and she was talking with a professor who told her this 
story after she said that she works in the English language program.  A Saudi Arabian student 
was reported by two different professors in his department in the same semester for plagiarizing 
papers.  When summoned to the meeting to about this academic dishonesty, the student 
apologized and smiled and didn’t say much else.  Two days later, both professors who reported 
him received packages to their home addresses containing Rolex watches and cards thanking 
them for their teaching.   
10 November – Maryland TESOL Conference 
 I went to the Higher Education group lunch and was sitting at a table of Intensive English 




attention of the others at the table and asked me to repeat myself.  I told them that I was 
researching female Gulf Arab international students’ academic acculturation, and someone 
joked, “impossible since they can’t write!” and everyone laughed.  For the next ten minutes or 
so, people went around the table telling stories of catching students turning in papers that they 
didn’t write themselves.  






















CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  
Academic Acculturation: Responding to the Literature 
 This section will situate the findings of my research with previous literature about 
academic acculturation.  Previous literature has discussed English proficiency, help-seeking 
behaviors, relationships with co-national, international, and American peers, mismatched 
agendas, relationships with friends and families in home countries, institutional context, and time 
in the US as variables that are important to academic acculturation.  After discussing how the 
results of this research relate to those variables, I will present other variables that I found salient 
for the participants of this study: funding source, individual dispositions, and individual goals.  
Finally, I will respond to previous literature’s problematization of the notion of academic 
acculturation.  
 English proficiency. English proficiency has been found to be a significant factor in 
academic acculturation of international students.  The following chart shows participants’ test 
scores and salient, representative quotes about their current English language proficiency.  All 
TOEFL scores are the internet-based test. 
Table 5 








Perceptions of English proficiency 
Noor n/a  114 TOEFL 
(2017) 
“I know that [my English] is good.”   
“It’s insulting not to get 120 (on the TOEFL).  I 
was really salty that I got 28 on speaking.”   
Amal n/a 102 TOEFL 
(2016) 
“I know that my English is good, but I’m still 
not totally secure or comfortable with academic 
writing.” 
Nadia Writing & 
TOEFL 
course (IN), 
IEI in IL 
7 ILETS 
(2015) 
 “The first semester, I was really stressed out–
it’s an American university and everyone is 
going to speak English, and I’m not really good, 





Table 5 (cont.) 
Jamilah 12 months of 
IEI in IL, 
currently in 
511  
81 TOEFL  
(2017) 
 
“I can’t talk to in English like that [for human 
subject research] as Arabic!” 
“I am still work very hard, everything the same 
as before, but now also English.” 
 
Sema 16 months of 
IEI in IL, 511 
& 512 at 
UIUC 
ILETS 6.5  
(2016) 
“In my program, we are all international.  I 
think I can speak English better than most of 
them.”   
Fiona 16 months of 
intensive 
English (FL) 




“Oh my god I hate speaking English.  My 
English I think it’s really bad, but I am keep 
going and I think it’s fine.” 
  
Based on my knowledge of these exams, having taught and tutored for them for several years, 
and knowing the scores of many students and friends who have taken it, I find three of these 
scores surprising.  First, I would expect Amal’s score to be much higher and suspect that her 
nerves affected her, or she did not study the advanced vocabulary since she knew that she would 
earn an admissible score without studying.  Second, I would expect Jamilah’s score to be lower 
based on her speaking and writing abilities.  However, she refocused her attention away from the 
IEI and to TOEFL test preparation, so I believe that her score reflects studious test preparation 
rather than general English language level.  Third, Fiona’s reported score is too low to officially 
earn her admission to UIUC, even on a conditional basis of English placement testing and 
courses.  I do not think that that score accurately reflects her English language level because of 
the anxiety she would have been experiencing during the exam and her frustrating history with 
taking and retaking it.  
English proficiency is the most common focus of reviewed literature on academic 
acculturation of international students (Bastien, Seifen-Adkins, & Johnson, 2018; Cheng & Fox, 




Nyland, & Ramia, 2012; Zhang & Dixon, 2003).  However, according to the overall perceptions 
of participants in this study, English proficiency was not a major issue that affected them during 
their programs.  When talking about English language issues, most participants focused on their 
experiences with earning a TOEFL or ILETS score that would earn them admission to a degree 
program.  Fiona discussed the struggle of taking the exams over and over without making much 
improvements on her score.  Jamilah complained that the IEI was too focused on the details of 
English and not enough on TOEFL prep, which is what she felt was most important for her 
English studies as it was the bureaucratic barrier between her and admission to her program.  
Once Sema earned a TOEFL score good enough for admission, she spared no thought for 
English language.  Nadia, who completed multiple English language programs, delayed the start 
of her degree program because she was worried about English but was immediately assured that 
it wouldn’t be an issue once she started. 
  Participants may have focused on standardized test scores because it is the only objective 
measure of their English skills and because of the barrier it presents towards their studies.  They 
have an admissible test score, or they do not.  Issues with English language in their academic 
programs are not as black and white.  For example, Sema says that the only issue she had with 
writing a paper was that her professor said that she didn’t understand the concept, but perhaps 
she didn’t understand the concept because of language.  Jamilah didn’t have any specific issues 
with English language, but she says that she is working as hard as she always has on her 
academics, but now she is doing it in English, which is an additional layer of challenge.  Fiona is 
the only participant who directly states that English has been an academic issue for her, but her 
illustrative examples center around writing only.  Aside from this, in our discussions, participants 




my analysis suggests a running undercurrent of issues related to English proficiency that 
undergird many other issues related to their academic acculturation. 
 Noor and Amal have the highest English language proficiencies based on test scores, 
their own perceptions, and in my perception.  They are the only two participants who have social 
and professional relationships in English outside of the classroom.  Even if participants’ 
perceptions are that they don’t have English language issues related to academics, they likely 
have English language issues related to social relationships or a lack thereof.  These social 
relationships affect academics as demonstrated by Noor and Amal’s regular work and 
consultation with classmates and friends in English.  Even if participants didn’t perceive English 
language proficiency as significant to their academic acculturation, it was significant to their 
social lives, which in turn is important to academic acculturation.  
 Based on these participants’ experiences, there is also a relationship between the 
departmental context and the degree to which English language proficiency affects students.  As 
Sema says, everyone in her program is international, and she feels that she speaks better than 
most of them.  Similarly, Nadia, who was scared to tell her family that she was starting her 
program because she didn’t want to have to admit to them if she failed, said that her fears faded 
away as soon as classes started because language was not as significant to their work as she 
expected.  This could have been in part because her language skills were untested and higher 
than she perceived them, or it could be because other students had lower levels than she did, or a 
combination.  However, in Fiona and Jamilah’s program, FSHN, domestic students dominated, 
so a majority of the students were operating in their first languages, making those who were not 
stand out.  This could also affect their ability to casually engage with classmates.  Sema talked to 
her Indian, Pakistani, and Indonesian classmates, but they were mostly operating in a second 




higher than theirs.  Fiona and Jamilah both told me that their interactions with me were their first 
serious interactions in English outside of the classroom.  Thus, the role of English proficiency in 
academic acculturation varies based on the context of the program and affects their social 
networks, among other things. 
 Help-seeking behaviors.  Previous research of academic acculturation has found that 
demonstrating help-seeking behaviors is associated with positive acculturative processes 
(Bastien, et al., 2018).  Some participants’ help-seeking behaviors drew on institutional 
resources.  Sema sought help at the Counseling Center and arranged a math tutor through her 
department.  Fiona sought help at the Counseling Center and at the Writers Workshop.  Amal 
sought help from the Writers Workshop and her department’s graduate research consultants.  
Jamilah and Nadia sought help from the Writers Workshop.  Noor did not seek help through any 
institutional units on campus.  Not using them, however, could simply indicate not perceiving a 
need for them.  The ones who did, all did so for the first time fairly early on in their programs.  
This demonstrates that they knew about these resources and felt comfortable using them, which, 
as previous research states, can be indicative of their positive acculturation (Bastien et al., 2018).  
However, Sema and Amal’s help-seeking behaviors could be seen in a different light.  Sema 
sought help from the Counseling Center because she was panicked by her immediate struggle 
with math.  She sought help from a tutor because of the long-term impact this struggle had on her 
GPA, which put her on academic probation and threatened her ability to continue in her program.  
In this case, seeking help doesn’t seem as related to positive acculturation as it does necessary 
for persistence to graduate.  If she hadn’t sought help, it’s unlikely that she would have earned 
her degree.  Amal sought help because she perceived a deficiency in the help that she expected to 




perception, caused by the overarching problem of a hands-off committee, which overall 
negatively impacted her academic acculturation.  
 Beyond institutional support services, some participants also sought help in more 
informal ways.  Noor talked about her coursework with a more experienced student and read her 
old papers for relevant classes.  Amal worked with me on her thesis throughout the semester and 
had close relationships with other TESOL students with whom she did the bulk of her school 
work.  Fiona asked for help from her Jordanian office mate and other Arabs in her program, 
specifically with how to prepare for her oral exam.  Sema studied, did homework, and wrote 
papers with peers in her department, including insisting someone she perceived as a strong 
student be her partner on a paper.  Jamilah did not describe seeking help from any informal 
avenues and rejected the informal help that Fiona offered.  Nadia did not describe seeking help 
from informal sources, but overall, she had the least issues and concerns with her program.  
Thus, help-seeking was not a clearly differentiating variable in academic acculturation for 
participants of this study.   
 Relationships with co-national, international, and American peers.  Previous research 
has explored the role that social relationships with peers plays in academic acculturation.  Al-
Sharideh and Goe (1998) found that co-national relationships create a buffer against the potential 
discrimination from Americans, which they argue is particularly important for students of color.  
The participants in this study, however, did not report much discrimination from Americans.  
Much the opposite, they reported welcoming gestures, even if they were only surface-level 
gestures that did not have serious impacts on their wellbeing in the community.  Noor was the 
only participant who discussed discrimination from American peers and the campus environment 
(e.g. Turning Point’s event).  Her experience is consistent with Al-Sharideh and Goe (1998), and 




because of this and surround herself with somewhat co-cultural Iranians, from whom she found 
comfort, instead.  
 Taylor and Ali (2017) describe the positive and negative effects of relationships with co-
national students.  They found that when students could have fulfilling social lives in their native 
language, they did not reach out to people in English and thus did not develop English language 
skills socially.  This seems consistent with Fiona, Jamilah, and Nadia, who did not have social 
relationships in English, and to a lesser extent Sema, who did have good working relationships 
with classmates in English but had no deep friendships that weren’t based on academics in 
English.  It’s impossible to know, however, if their co-national peers prevented them from 
seeking relationships with people in English.  Perhaps in absence of the Gulf Arab community, 
they would have spent more time on the phone with family or traveling to visit co-national 
friends in other places. 
 Nomnian (2017) suggests that co-national relationships can have both negative (e.g. 
prevent language development) and positive (e.g. provide emotional and academic support and 
more) effects and is the only study that specifically finds that relationships with co-nationals can 
be a source of discrimination.  His research of Thai graduate students in Australia found that the 
Thai community at the host institution contained people of different religions, from different 
regions and socioeconomic backgrounds, and these differences created tensions in the Thai 
community.  Sema and Fiona’s experience of being judged and excluded from the Saudi Arabian 
community are similar.  While all followers of the same sect of Islam, the degree to which they 
held up Saudi Arabian cultural norms of wearing hijabs, not mixing genders, and living with 
family is the difference that caused tension.  This discrimination from co-national peers was a 
bigger issue for Sema and Fiona than any discrimination they experienced from American or 




small Saudi Arabian community in Urbana-Champaign.  The results of this study are consistent 
with Nomnian (2017) in that relationships with co-nationals are not good, bad, or neutral, but 
they are an important aspect of students’ social networks that affect their experience in 
complicated ways. 
 Mismatched agendas.  Cheng and Fox (2008) found that mismatched agendas between 
international students and their professors and advisors was a variable in their academic 
acculturation.  This was mainly only salient for Amal, but it was the source of her biggest stress. 
 Relationships with friends and family at home.  Elliot et al. (2016) is the only 
reviewed study to describe relationships with friends and family at home as a factor in 
international student academic acculturation.  It is also one of the few studies that uses 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to investigate acculturation.  Applying the 
ecological systems model to the data of my study also provide a conceptual framework that helps 
to consider relationships with friends and family at home, which is a factor in participants’ 
acculturation and overall wellbeing.  This is most salient with Noor, whose family did not 
support her in her choice to study abroad, but also did not prevent it.  Having never lived abroad 
themselves and being resistant to her choice to study abroad may make them unable to offer her 
empathy and emotional support during her struggles in the US.  Looking forward, this is a 
significant barrier for Sema’s continued studies in the US as well, and she would only speak of 
her intentions to return for a PhD in hushed tones in front of her father, who has the power to 
prevent her from leaving Saudi Arabia.  Noor and Sema were the only two participants in this 
study to not list talking to their families as a regular pastime.  On the other hand, Amal and 
Fiona’s families had both lived abroad in the UK or the USA, allowing them to provide empathy 
and understanding.  Both reported regular contact with parents and siblings.  Jamilah and Nadia 




(2016) argue that acculturation processes should not be considered in terms of “positive” or 
“negative” because it’s too multifaceted and individualized, but they do argue that maintaining 
strong relationships with family and friends at home is associated with overall wellbeing.  The 
results of this study support their conclusion, but only when the family is truly supportive of their 
decision to study in the US.  
 Institutional / program context.  Institutional context is an important factor that 
determines international students’ acculturation (Cheng & Fox, 2008).  For the participants in 
this study, the institution, UIUC, is the same, but the context of the program affects 
acculturation.  The degree to which their program was academic or professional was important 
for acculturation because professional and academic programs have different goals of 
acculturating their students to their profession or field.  While the distinction seems to be 
important in what acculturation can look like, there is not always a clear distinction between 
programs that are academic or professional. Nadia’s program, Architecture, prepares students for 
work in the field of Architecture and has heavy emphasis on technical skills and portfolio 
development.  Thus, she was not acculturated into a discipline, rather she was acculturated into a 
profession.  The line between professional and academic and less clear for FSHN and MSPE.  
Both programs purport to prepare students for industry and practice or research and the academy.  
Sema was taught the mathematics necessary to work in the field of economics, but little in regard 
to research. Within the Linguistics Department, Noor was in an academic program while Amal 
was in a more professional program, but the line between the two is not clearly defined.  
 Demographic features of participants’ programs are important to their perceptions of their 
experiences.  First, the number of other international students was another important factor of 
program context for some participants.  As Sema said, any issues related to her English language 




countries that are relatively culturally similar to Saudi Arabia with whom she studied.  For Noor 
and Amal in the Linguistics Department, about half of students are international.  For Nadia, 
Jamilah and Fiona’s programs, international students made up about a third of the total students, 
making their status as an international student more pronounced.  Second, the number of female 
students was also important.  Noor, Amal, Fiona, and Jamilah are in female-dominated programs, 
making it easier for them to avoid working with men if that was their preference, which was the 
case for some.  For Sema and Nadia, however, men made up about 60 % of their programs.  In 
both of their programs, working on group papers and designs is common.  Sema worked with 
men on multiple papers, but Nadia avoided working with men and did all individual projects.  
These demographics are important aspects of their programs that affected their experience.   
Time in the US.  Previous research about culture shock, acculturation, and adjusting to 
next cultural contexts has investigated the U-curve model of adjustment where the beginning is 
full of wonderment that later gives away to frustration and fatigue from dealing with difference. 
The newest to the US, Noor explained changes in her perceptions over the course the semester of 
data of collection.  At first, she was interested in cultivating friendships with Americans, and 
later, she had enough negative experiences to want to abandon this goal.  At first, she was 
frustrated with not understanding policies and her trajectory in her program, but by the end of the 
semester, she was clear on her path.  By the second half of the semester, she was able to describe 
strategic choices she was making to deal with her biggest issue, time management. Having spent 
the most time in the US, Nadia’s perceptions of her first years in the US are that she was lonely, 
confused, and missed her family.  By the time of data collection, she was in her seventh year in 
the US and expressed little frustration or negativity about her current situation and was focused 
on her return to Kuwait.  None of the participants were in their first weeks in the US, and none 




results of this study somewhat support the U-curve model of adjustment, its simplification does 
not capture the complexity of participants’ experiences.  
Beyond time in the US, the stage participants were in their programs was an important 
factor in their perceptions of their experiences.  Amal wrote and defended her thesis during this 
research.  Had she participated in my research a year prior, her perception of her experiences 
would have been completely different.  The same is true for Sema.  Just one year before 
participating in this research, she was starting her second semester in the MSPE program on 
academic probation and faced dismissal from the program if she did not earn a cumulative 3.0 
GPA.  One year later, she was taking her last class and could see graduation on the horizon.  In 
fact, most of the participants were in their final semesters at UIUC during their participation in 
my study, which affected their perception of their experience.  Participants in their last semesters 
may have forgotten the negative parts of the beginning that seem insignificant from the 
perspective of the final semesters and earning their degrees.  Jamilah was in her first semester 
and had not experienced many issues that she may later have.  She had not yet received final 
grades or feedback on her research or writing, which may later help her see what issues she is 
having that are not clear to her in her first semester.  Thus, stage of program study was more 
clearly important to participants’ perceptions of their academic acculturation than time in the US.  
Academic Acculturation Variables Specific to This Study 
 This study found variables that affected participants’ perceptions of their academic 
acculturation that have not been present in any reviewed literature: participants’ funding sources 
and their individual dispositions and goals.   
 Funding source.  Funding source played an important role in participants’ experience on 
campus overall and their academic acculturation. The following chart shows participants’ 






Name Funding Source Requirement 
Noor Fulbright Scholarship Teaching two sections of beginning level Arabic  
Nadia Teaching Assistant Attend sessions / grade for two sections of 
Architecture History 
Amal Private University in Kuwait Complete MA, PhD, and return as faculty  
Jamilah Private University in KSA Complete PhD, and return as faculty / researcher 
Fiona KASP n/a – expectation to return to KSA 
Sema KASP n/a – expectation to return to KSA 
 
Noor’s Fulbright scholarship requires her to teach two sections of beginning level Arabic 
language classes.  These classes follow a set curriculum, but she decides on the day-to-day 
course activities, writes her own assessments aside from the midterm and final, grades, holds 
office hours, participates in weekly Arabic language discussion tables, and is responsible for 
other activities throughout the semester.  Classes meet five days a week for 50 minutes, making 
her responsible for 10 hours of instruction each week, which is more hours than she is in classes 
as a student.  This takes a great deal of her time, but it also gives her access to rich social 
interactions and a sense of leadership and purpose.  Noor spends a lot of time with her students, 
and class sizes are small and emphasize interaction, so her experience as teacher has exposed her 
to aspects of UIUC undergraduate culture and life that the other participants are not exposed to.  
This position also connects her to other Arabic teachers and forces her to be involved with 
Arabic language and cultural events on campus.  She also developed her strongest relationship 
on campus with her officemate who teaches Farsi.  Her experience at UIUC has been very much 
shaped by her role as an Arabic language instructor.  It’s her favorite thing that she does on 
campus and gives her the feeling of praise that brought her to graduate studies in the first place.  




 For most of the semesters Nadia was studying, she was supported financially by her 
husband’s scholarship, and she paid out of pocket for her tuition.  This is the norm in her 
department as only 33% of master’s students have departmental funding and about 60% pay for 
their own tuition.  After several semesters of applying, she was selected to be a teaching assistant 
for a history course.  When I asked her why she wanted an assistantship, she told me that it was 
completely financial.  She was not interested in the work experience and knowledge of her field 
that she could gain through this assistantship, and she did not speak of the experience as 
beneficial in any way other than financial.   
 Amal and Jamilah are both funded by private universities in their home countries and 
must return to them as faculty after graduation.  Sema and Fiona are both funded by the KASP. 
While on campus, they have no assistantships or responsibilities outside of their academic work.  
These scholarships provide a stipend that rivals UIUC’s assistantships’ stipends, and include one 
round-trip flight home each year, allowances for books, fees, and insurance.  They are fully 
funded by sources external from UIUC that are secure throughout their programs as long as their 
academic performance is satisfactory.  Amal and Jamilah's funding are highly competitive, and 
they were selected from many other candidates by the faculty who is familiar with their work and 
work ethic.  The people who selected them for this funding will later be their colleagues once 
they graduate and return.  As Jamilah said, this gives her a sense of responsibility and focus that 
other students don’t have.  She will disappoint her professors if she does not succeed.  Through 
periodic check-ins with their funding department, they also have a source of support and 
encouragement that is unique to many other graduate students.  They also have the security of an 
academic position upon graduation. The KASP, Sema and Fiona’s funding source, was not 
competitive at the time they earned it.  Most students who applied for the KASP were accepted; 




 While Amal, Jamilah, Sema, and Fiona have been fully funded through external sources 
throughout their programs without needing to have a graduate assistantship or otherwise work, 
this prevents them from gaining experience that can be instrumental in graduate education.  
Other students in the TESOL program teach courses throughout their studies, gaining teaching 
experiences and practical insights into the field.  Other students in Jamilah and Fiona’s program 
have research assistantships where they gain technical skills and research experience.  For Sema, 
however, this is not the case because she is in a cost recovery program, and none of her 
classmates have internal funding.  However, she was competing with other students who did gain 
research and teaching experience during master’s program for places in PhD programs.  While 
admitted to several PhD programs, she was not offered internal funding at any of them.  These 
scholarships provide the virtue of time, but they do not provide experience gained through 
assistantships.   
The degree to which this is significant for them varies based on their department 
contexts, their long-term career and other opportunities in the department.  In Amal’s program, 
72 % of students are funded by the department, mostly through teaching assistantships, so her 
lack of one is more pronounced.  However, Amal completed a required one-semester teaching 
practicum, so she did gain some teaching experience in her program.  In Fiona’s program, only 
28% of master’s students are supported by the department, but this figure includes off-campus 
students, so the percentage of on-campus students with an assistantship is much higher.  Still, she 
was able to gain some lab and research experience by volunteering on her advisor’s research.  
This experience gave her regular contact with her officemates, who she consulted with and 
sought help from.  For Jamilah in the PhD program, not having an assistantship as a PhD student 




and if she wants.  Because Sema’s program is a cost recovery program without funding, not 
having an assistantship is the norm. 
The effect of not having an assistantship or gaining work experience during graduate 
studies is also dependent on long-term academic and professional goals.  Amal applied to more 
than 10 Applied Linguistics PhD programs and was only admitted to two.  She may have been 
accepted to more universities with more practical experience that she could have gained through 
an assistantship.  Sema was admitted to the programs that she applied to at a similar rate, but 
without any funding from the universities or her government, she was not able to attend any of 
the programs to which she was admitted at this time but hopes to get funding in the future.  
Neither Amal nor Sema have work experience in their fields.  It’s impossible to know if not 
working or having an assistantship affected their competitiveness for admission to PhD 
programs, but it is likely that they were competing with other applicants who had more 
experience than them.  This will not be an issue for Jamilah as she already has a secured faculty 
position; however, working in a lab and getting experience with research will help her be 
effective in her future job.  For Fiona, not getting experience through assistantships was likely 
not significant because she is competing with other Saudi Arabians who also likely did not gain 
experience through assistantships.  
 Funding source is not a “good” or “bad” variable in participants’ academic acculturation.  
Rather, it is a variable that has impact, with pros and cons, depending on many other factors.  It 
is not “bad” for Noor that she has to spend so many hours a week preparing for and teaching 
Arabic even though time is her biggest challenge.  It is not “good” for Amal that she has more 
time than her classmates with assistantships to devote to her studies.  My analysis of the data 
determined that having an assistantship or not has some positive effects for some, has some 




 Individual dispositions.  The deep dive into participants’ experiences at UIUC afforded 
by this study’s methodology is unique compared to the reviewed literature.  Many of the studies 
about academic acculturation are based on one-time surveys, and others are based on one-time 
interviews.  Spending an extended amount of time with participants allowed me insights into 
their personalities and dispositions that I argue are the most important factor of their perceptions 
of their academic acculturation and could have not been discovered with other commonly used 
methodologies.  Differences in their dispositions that affected their perceptions of their academic 
acculturation included: level of positivity and negativity, sensitivity, agency and confidence.  
First, both Noor and Amal complained to me about issues in their programs, and they 
complained a lot.  Coding of positivity, neutrality and negativity of their interview data showed 
that for both, their discussions of their experience in the US was around 60 % negative. They 
were reflective towards their own experiences and had criticisms of their department’s role in the 
negative aspects.  The degree to which this may be related our shared fields, their English 
language proficiency, and understanding of qualitative research will be discussed in the 
limitations section.  While both had a lot of negative things to say, this does not necessarily mean 
that they had negative acculturation processes but rather that they both have critical dispositions.  
In our last talk, Amal, unprompted, reflected on how much negative she had said to me and 
vowed to change her outlook and try “to see the glass half-full” when starting her PhD program.  
When I asked Noor if she would find something to criticize about her program even if it was 
perfect, she emphatically said that she would.  Their perceptions of their experiences as they 
shared them with me were negative and full of complaints, but I do not believe that this suggests 





In contrast, Jamilah and Nadia were both positive in their perceptions of their experiences 
in their programs.  Both shared minor criticisms, indicating that they felt comfortable sharing 
negative perceptions, but they didn’t do it often or revisit the same negative topics.  They didn’t 
focus on the bad parts of their experiences when explaining them to me, but that does not mean 
that they didn’t have bad experiences.  Instead, they are both positive people who look for the 
good sides of their lives and ignore the bad as much as possible.   
Participants’ individual levels of sensitivity also affected their academic acculturation.  
Amal is sensitive, picks up on subtleties, and is affected by them.  For example, she felt rushed 
out of her advisor’s office while not having any specific concrete explanation for why she felt 
that way.  She once texted me to apologize for bothering me and was worried that I was getting 
annoyed by her—I wasn’t.  In contrast, Fiona, who I would not describe as sensitive, would be 
unlikely to pick up on or care about being rushed out of her advisor’s office.  Socially, Sema was 
sensitive too.  While she said that she did not care about being judged by and excluded from 
Urbana-Champaign’s wider Saudi community, her regular discussion of it indicated otherwise.  
Fiona was given the same treatment and scarcely mentioned it.  But, Sema’s life plan and goals 
are different than Fiona’s.  She is on an upstream battle to diverge from her society’s 
expectations for her, and she must fight for the path that she wants.  I believe that this struggle 
has made her sensitive to the mounting criticism from her family and peers.  Fiona doesn’t have 
the same concern because she sees this period in her life as a temporary diversion from what’s 
expected, so all criticism and judgement is temporary.  Sema will likely endure it for as long as 
she continues on her upstream path, which could be her whole life.  
Their different levels of self-efficacy, and the processes through which they developed 
this self-efficacy, also affected their overall experience at UIUC.  Self-efficacy is the belief that 




produce given attainments,” (Bandura, 1997).  In other words, a person with high self-efficacy 
approaches problems with the belief that they are capable of doing what is needed to solve them.  
Nadia, who had her first child in her first year in the US, demonstrated that she had a high level 
of self-efficacy at the time she participated in this study.  She felt that she was able to share her 
opinions and needs in order to get things done academically.  She described this as being 
straightforward, but it was also important that she felt in control and capable enough for her 
straightforward comments to be effective.  Beyond academics, in the US, she had to arrange 
childcare and school placements for her daughters, navigate the healthcare system for both her 
and her daughters.  She told me that after having her daughters, any academic challenge was easy 
to overcome.  High levels of self-efficacy are associated with higher socioeconomic status 
(Wiederkehr et al., 2014), and while I do not have objective data on participants’ SES, Nadia 
indicated that her family was wealthy in ways that other participants did not.  In fact, she is the 
only participant who did not insist that her family was not wealthy.   
In contrast, Amal demonstrated lower levels of self-efficacy compared to other 
participants.  She did not feel that she could advocate for herself to her committee.  She had one 
research plan, but her thesis chair told her to do something else, so she did.  She was frustrated 
that the level of work she put into her thesis didn’t matter as much as the whims of her 
committee on the day they read it.  In the early part of the semester, she went to her committee 
hoping to be told what to do.  I advised her to decide what to do herself and confidently tell them 
that that is what she would be doing.  The next time she saw me, she reported that she tried it, 
and was happy and surprised that it worked.  While she developed a sense of control over her 
own work throughout the semester, her lack of self-efficacy made her feel like she was incapable 
of improving her situation on her own, which negatively impacted her perception of her thesis 




as much as possible.  She was told and believed that it would be impossible for her to improve.  
Because she didn’t believe it was possible, she didn’t try, and instead plagiarized. 
Participants’ level of confidence also impacted their academic acculturation.  Noor 
demonstrated a high level of confidence in her own academic abilities and intellectual capacity.  
She considered terms and concepts that she didn’t easily grasp to be unnecessary and their use by 
others to be posturing.  While her confidence allowed her to handle her schoolwork, teaching 
assistantship, and social life, it also made her guarded against things she didn’t already know.  
Self-efficacy and confidence aligned in a way that contributed to Sema’s eventual success 
in her program.  Sema did not think that she was particularly, as she always put it, “genius,” 
(confidence) but she believed that she was able to succeed through hard work (self-efficacy).  
Jamilah expressed similar notions.  She recognized that she was not strong enough in math to 
improve her GPA, but she believed that she was capable of learning the math necessary to 
improve her GPA.  Furthermore, her self-efficacy allowed her to arrange a tutor to help her make 
this happen.  These aspects of participants’ dispositions had powerful effects on their academic 
acculturation.  
 Individual goals.  The participants’ individual academic and career goals had a strong 
influence on their perceptions of their academic acculturation.  Fiona’s goal when coming to the 
US was not related to academics or her career at all.  She wanted to do something different and 
live on her own instead of taking a normal path of going from living with her family to 
eventually living with her future husband.  In this goal, she was enormously successful in her 
eyes.  She described herself as a baby when she arrived and felt that she understands herself and 
the world much better.  Her discussion of her transformation wasn’t at all related to academics or 
her career.  Because her goal wasn’t focused on academics, any issues she experienced with 




conduct research that has an impact on her field and return to Kuwait as a faculty member in her 
English Department.  Fiona criticized Amal for taking academics too seriously, but this is a key 
difference in the way that they saw their experiences.  Amal took her thesis seriously because it 
was serious to her.  She wanted to stand out as excellent, not only pass, as Fiona wanted to do on 
her final exam.  Their different outlooks and approaches to schoolwork are related to their 
overall goals.  For some participants, earning degrees is a means to an end.  For others, it is 
essential to build a foundation for a career in their fields.  Thus, their academic and professional 
goals are significant to their perceptions of their academic acculturation.  
Finally, it is important to note that all participants in this study will return to their home 
countries after graduation, which is mandated by all of their funding sources.  All of their issues 
in the US are temporary, which affects their overall perceptions.  If they were to make their lives 
in the US, they would likely have perceived far more issues than what they expressed to me, 
particularly with the English language and cultural adjustment.  Their acculturation to academic 
life at UIUC is a temporary period.  Fiona had to make it to through the final oral exam, and then 
she never had to worry about English language again.  Jamilah will learn about Nutrition and 
research in English, but once she returns to Qassim, everything will be in Arabic.  Nadia avoided 
group work and internships because of cultural issues that will not exist in Kuwait.  Perceptions 
of sojourners are different from those who plan to make a life and career where they study. 
 Critical acculturation.  Previous scholars have argued that acculturation should not be 
seen as a positive and necessary process that institutions should impose on people to improve 
them (Chirkov, 2009; Hunt, Schneider, & Comer, 2004).  Instead, they argue that we should 
critique this notion and consider how people are marginalized by efforts to acculturate them.  
The results of this study in part refute this critique because participants did not perceive anything 




to which this is the case.  For participants in professional programs who have goals non-
academic career goals, acculturation to their field takes the form of learning technical skills that 
will be necessary for them to succeed in their careers.  Nadia needed to learn how to use design 
programs.  Sema needed to learn quantitative analysis skills and how to do statistics with 
programs like R and Stata.  They wanted and valued this.  For participants in academic programs 
who have goals in academia, academic acculturation is less concrete and more problematic.  
Noor and Amal’s academic acculturation included understanding epistemologies and what kinds 
of questions research in their field should ask and how to answer them.  Noor in particular was 
critical of what she perceived as unnecessary evidence (quantitative), so she resisted some 
aspects of being acculturated into her discipline.  However, with an increasingly globalized 
academia, she likely would have the same experience if she were pursuing her Linguistics degree 
in Bahrain, so this has little to do with her status as an international student.   
 Academic acculturation may be salient for describing the process of international 
students adjusting to everyday tasks, grading and assessments, classroom culture and rapport 
with faculty in the US.  However, with a globalized academia, it seems less salient for students’ 
processes of learning their disciplines’ epistemologies and research paradigms because there may 
be little difference with these in the US and their home country.  For example, at the university 
where Noor earned her bachelor’s degree, many of the faculty were educated in Anglophone 
countries of the West.  For Amal’s university, the same is true for Kuwaiti faculty, and in 
addition, there are many European faculty members.  This extends beyond considering western-
educated scholars bringing their work to the Arab Gulf.  Amal and Noor can take courses at 
UIUC about critical theories, including decolonizing theories, critical race theory, 
poststructuralism, interpretive methods, and perspectives from the global south.  As the academy 




marginalize non-western perspectives available at American universities.  Earning a graduate 
degree in the US does not mean that students will be forced to acculturate to a “western” 
perspective just as earning a graduate degree in their home country guarantees that they won’t.  
 Scholars have also argued that acculturation research essentializes national origin and 
culture with no appreciation for subtleties in countries-of-origin or host countries (Chirkov, 
2009; Hunt, et al., 2004).  They argue that considering the national level obscures the variety of 
experiences within that large group. The results of this research support this critique.  Based on 
the diversity of experiences and perceptions, the results of this study demonstrate that being from 
the same country does not equate a similarity in experience.  For example, Fiona and Jamilah are 
both from Saudi Arabia and both study in the FSHN program.  While they have some similar 
experiences (e.g. not having American friends or close social relationships with classmates), 
their overall experience and perceptions of them vary greatly.  Fiona and Sema, who are both 
from Saudi Arabia and close friends with each other, have very different academic experiences 
and perceptions.  Sema and Jamilah have nearly nothing in common with their experiences or 
perceptions.  Furthermore, Amal and Nadia are both from Kuwait City, and when I met with 
them together, they mostly agreed about everything we discussed (e.g. American perceptions of 
the Gulf, what they do for fun, American politics).  However, their overall experiences studying 
at UIUC and perceptions of them are totally different.  Thus, the results of this research show 
that lumping experiences together under a national-level category leads to faulty generalization.  
Chirkov (2009) argued that acculturation research that generalizes based on national-level 
obscures the experiences of individuals, which is consistent with the findings and analysis of this 
research.  This qualitative research, which prioritized depth into participant’s perceptions, 
illustrates that generalizing the individual’s perceptions to represent the experiences of anyone 




 Much previous research about academic acculturation processes discusses these them in 
terms of “positive” or “negative” processes.  This research complicates this notion.  If the 
process is evaluated as “positive” as measured by grades, then all participants have positive 
processes.  However, aside from grades, there is no measure of their experience that can be 
objectively classified as good or bad.  Instead, acculturation is a complicated and highly 
individualized process with positive, negative, and neutral aspects based on individual 
experiences, dispositions, and goals.   
Ecological Systems Theory and Academic Acculturation 
 Analyzing participants’ experience using the ecological systems theory and its model 
allowed me to conceptualize the complicated layers of their environments and how they are 
affected by and interact with them, especially at the microsystem and exosystem levels.  Little 
previous research has applied this model to international student academic acculturation, but the 
findings of this research are consistent with the research that has.  Elliot et al. (2016) applied this 
model to PhD students in the UK and argued that it allowed the researchers to see how their 
participants’ shifts in ecological systems between their home countries and the UK contributed to 
their acculturative issues.  They explain that using the model “offers both opportunities for 
‘developmental generativity’, that is, promoting development or ‘developmental disruption’, this 
is, preventing development” (Elliot et al., 2016, p. 2201).  They conclude that acculturation 
processes are highly individualized and that it is not useful to consider the process as “good” or 
“bad” because each individual will experience complicated layers amusement and challenges 
based on their new environment.  A specific claim they make, however, is that maintaining 
microsystem relationships with family in their home countries was beneficial to their overall 




In another study, Shen et al. (2017) explored the use of the ecological systems theory for 
counseling international students.  Counselors reported that applying consideration for the model 
to their international student patients was helpful in uncovering their risk factors and suggesting 
strategies for coping with issues related to their acculturation.  Based on the results of Elliot et al. 
(2016), a counselor might suggest that Noor, who expressed the most issues in the US, contact 
her family at home more.  However, understanding that Noor’s family did not support her 
aspirations for studying in the US and that she went behind their backs to apply would be helpful 
to know for any counselor that may work with her.  Thus, the model helps adapt best practices to 
individuals.  
 While considering the microsystem and exosystem were helpful in analyzing 
participants’ experiences, the macrosystem was less concrete and helpful.  Generalizing 
macrosystems on a country-level can lead to obscuring of individual participant’s differences.  
However, some consistencies did exist.  For example, all participants came from societies where 
men and women are segregated, and all participants in this study went to all-girls schools at least 
until undergraduate studies.  However, the degree to which they are segregated and participants’ 
views on that differ greatly.  Considering the macrosystem can be helpful, but it can also lead to 
inaccurate generalizations of perceptions.   
 The following sections will discuss each layer of the ecological system model and discuss 
how it applies to participants’ perceptions of their academic acculturation.   
 The individual.  The first layer of the ecological system is the individual and their 








Participants’ Individual Attributes 




Noor Bahrain 24 None reported Single / no None reported  
Amal Kuwait 25 None reported Single / no None reported 
Fiona Saudi Arabia 26 Temporary anxiety 
(self-described) 
Single / no Dyslexia 
Jamilah Saudi Arabia 26 * Married / no None reported 
Nadia Kuwait 28 None reported Married / yes None reported 
Sema Saudi Arabia 26 Depression  
(self-described) 
Single / no None reported  
*Jamilah told me about some health issues but requested that I not include specific information.  
According to her, these issues affected her personally but not her academics.   
 
Fiona’s anxiety towards her final exam and especially her belief that she is dyslexic is 
instrumental in considering her perceptions.  She believed that no matter what she did or how 
hard she tried, she would not be able to improve her writing.  These individual attributes can 
impact all other layers of their ecological systems.  
 The individual attribute that all participants share is their female gender.  Their 
experience in the US and their backgrounds are shaped by their gender in spoken and unspoken 
ways.  While being a woman in the Arab Gulf is not a unified experience, their societies are 
more patriarchal in general than the US.  Their gender may have played a role in how they were 
socialized into their chosen fields, how they have planned for and made goals for the future, and 
the development of their dispositions.  For Noor and Sema, gender was a more pronounced 
aspect of what is important to their experiences as they are vocally critical of their expected role 
as women in their societies, and in Noor’s case, in western society as well.  Others, namely 
Amal, Fiona, and Jamilah, did not emphasize their gender as an aspect of their experience.  
Nadia, however, discussed much about her status as a mother, and she and her husband 




the care of their children and he was primarily responsible for the finances and security of their 
family.  While they all share the same gender, the degree to which they discussed this aspect of 
their identity and how they believe it affects them was different. 
Microsystem.  Analyzing participants’ microsystem interactions allowed me to 
conceptualize issues that previous research has rarely discussed and add complexity to the 
existent literature on academic acculturation. 
 Relationships with co-national peers.  Because of the small size of the population of Gulf 
Arab female students at UIUC and the degree to which gender segregation is often maintained in 
the US, participants had access to few relationships with co-nationals.  For Noor, there were two 
other Bahraini students on campus, both of whom were male, and she had never met nor was she 
interested in meeting them. Amal and Nadia, both from Kuwait, are the only two female Kuwaiti 
students.  While were friendly with each other, they didn’t spend much time together.  For the 
Saudi Arabians, though, there was much more access to other Saudi Arabian women.  However, 
there is a divide between the married women and the single women.  Jamilah only associated 
with married Saudi Arabian women, none of whom were students.  Fiona and Sema were close 
friends with each other and other single female Saudi Arabian students.   
Relationships with American peers.  The participants with the highest level of English 
proficiency were the only ones who had relationships with American classmates outside of the 
classroom.  For Noor, they brought internal and external conflict to the point that she decided to 
withdraw from them at one point of the semester.  For Amal, they brought productive 
collaboration partners for her school work and development in her field.  Other participants 
either did not report relationships with American peers beyond exchanging greetings and making 




 Previous research has explored the experience of Muslim women who veil on US 
campuses and suggests that veiling is an obstacle to making domestic student friends.  Cole and 
Ahmadi (2003) and Yakaboski et al. (2018) found that veiled participants felt that there was a 
barrier between them and non-Muslims students and that their veils were a source of fear and 
negative attention.  Amal, Jamilah, and Nadia wore hijabs all of their time at UIUC, and none 
discussed any negative consequences of being veiled.  Amal had several American friends, but 
they were all in the TESOL department, so they are possibly more included towards engaging 
with difference than students in departments that don’t require interactions with cultural or 
linguistic difference.  Noor and Fiona never have worn hijabs or other veils at UIUC.  Sema 
sometimes wears a hijab and sometimes does not, and she felt that she was perceived differently 
when she was veiled, but that the difference was that she received more surface-level welcoming 
gestures from people in the community.  The participants in this study did not share a perception 
with me that veiling or not had any significant impact on their relationships with domestic peers.  
Relationships with other international students.  Most participants were friends with 
other Arab students.  Amal was close with the female Saudi Arabian community, especially the 
single ones.  Nadia and Fiona’s closest colleagues within their fields were from other Arab 
countries.  For Noor, the wider Arab community and the Iranian community were her source of 
friends.  Beyond other Arab and Middle Eastern students, most participants with international 
student friends were friends with Indian, Pakistani, Indonesian, or Chinese students.  Amal was 
close with several female Chinese classmates.  Nadia mentioned that her classmates were mostly 
Chinese and that she regularly talked with them in classes.  Sema felt that Indian, Pakistani and 
Indonesia classmates were a source of comfort and support.  No participants reported negative 
issues with any particular international student group, though many joked about the large 




 Relationships with faculty.  Participants’ relationships with faculty were highly 
individualized, even with the same faculty members.  The two co-disciplinary participants share 
advisors and had different relationships with them.  Beyond that, Fiona reported tensions with 
American faculty who she perceived to target her for criticism because of her lack of American 
cultural competency.  Sema’s advisor encouraged her to persist through her academic probation.  
Nadia had mixed feelings about her professors, but overall, she felt that they were supportive, 
welcoming, and appreciative of her differences.  Amal discussed her perceived challenges with 
her committee nearly every time we met.  Noor spoke of her relationships with her professors in 
terms of a game that she played in order to win (e.g. going to office hours to discuss their work 
to win their favor, courting ones whom she perceived to matter and deprioritizing those who 
didn’t).  Each participant had different perceptions of relationships with faculty.  
 Relationships with friends and family at home.  In general, participants are from a culture 
that strongly values family connections, and most reported that they contacted their family daily.  
Beyond texting, this included video chatting on an almost daily basis for most participants.  
Amal and Fiona’s parents had lived in the UK and US respectively, so they had personal insights 
into their daughter’s issues.  All participants who were more than one year into their programs 
had been visited by family.  Nadia’s parents came multiple times during her time in the US.  
Amal’s mother came to visit twice.  Sema initially came to the US with her sister, but her father 
visited her twice after she came back without her sister.  Fiona’s parents came for a month about 
half-way through her time in the US.  Noor and Jamilah’s families had not visited, but they were 
both in their first years in their programs.  However, none of Noor or Jamilah’s parents have ever 
traveled outside of their region, but all of the other participants’ parents had prior to visiting 
them in the US.  Other than Noor and Sema, the participants of this study contacted and spent 




husbands of the married participants.  For example, Fiona, who had close Saudi Arabian friends 
but did not see them daily, but she did video chat with her family daily.  While not universal, 
strong connections with family were consistent among participants.  
Relationships with people connected to their funding source.  Another layer of 
participants’ microsystems was related to their funding source.  For Sema and Fiona, who were 
funded by the KASP, this is not relevant.  Noor’s network was greatly extended by teaching 
Arabic.  She had her officemate turned best friend, friendships with other language teachers, and 
friendly relationships with her students.  However, she had tensions with her supervisor.  Nadia’s 
network was also extended when she started her teaching assistantship, however; she was not 
interested in engaging with it beyond what was necessary for work.  Amal and Jamilah received 
support and encouragement from their faculty from their home universities who selected them 
for highly competitive scholarships and as their future colleagues.   
Significance of microsystem interactions.  Analyzing participants’ perceptions of their 
experiences through considering the networks of their microsystems reveal that their social 
relationships are highly individualized and complicated, as are their effect on their perceptions of 
the academic acculturation.  Even participants who are the same across many dimensions have 
different experiences and perceptions of their microsystems.  For example, Sema and Fiona are 
similar in many ways.  They are both from Saudi Arabia, last semester master’s KASP students, 
single, the same age, and more.  They both had experiences of academic challenges, both 
completed intensive English language programs before their degree programs, and both have no 
American friends.  They are best friends with each other.  Analysis of their microsystem 
interactions and perceptions towards them, though, reveals a lot of differences.  Fiona doesn’t 
care much about being excluded from the Saudi Arabian community, while Sema spoke about it 




can relate to her experience, while Sema’s have always lived in Saudi Arabia and cannot.  Fiona 
feels comfortable socializing with men, but Sema prefers to avoid the gossip and judgement that 
could result from socializing from boys.  Fiona has a laid-back and carefree attitude towards 
most aspects of her life while Sema is serious about her academics, goals, and impacts of her 
social choices, and these differences affect their microsystems and their perceptions of their 
social lives.  Despite their many similarities, considering these microsystem differences helps 
illuminate their differing perspectives.  
While previous research often promotes friendships with host country nationals to ease 
acculturative stress (Messiou & Azaola, 2018; Park et al., 2011; Zi & Sendall, 2016), the results 
of this study do not support that is a source of universally productive connection.  Participants 
who did not have close relationships with Americans may have benefitted from the relationships, 
but these relationships could have also caused them more stress.  The issue of English 
proficiency, which participants did not consider important to their experiences once in their 
degree programs, is significant in their ability to develop relationships with American students.  
The only two participants who socialized with Americans outside of classrooms were the most 
English proficient.   
The only previous literature that uses the ecological systems theory to explore 
international student academic acculturation argues that relationships with family at home are 
associated with overall wellbeing.  My study’s findings are consistent with that, but also suggest 
that this may be limited to students whose family support their decision to be abroad.  Noor’s and 
to a lesser extent, Sema’s, parents do not fully support their daughter’s studying in the US.  For 
Noor, this has always been an issue.  They did not know that she was applying, and she only told 
them once she secured funding and admission, at which point they grudgingly approved.  She 




outwardly express disapproval.  For Sema, it’s an emerging issue since they supported her 
coming for her master’s but do not support her staying for her PhD.  After developing the 
aspiration to earn her PhD in the US and discerning her family’s lack of support, she began 
withdrawing from them and contacting them less and less.  That said, a supportive family isn’t a 
cure-all.  Amal’s father earned his master’s and PhD in their shared field in the UK and her 
mother is currently a PhD candidate in the UK, so they can not only empathize with her issues 
studying in the US, they can empathize with her issues as an emerging scholar.  Still, she 
reported the most issues with her research process.  Considering their entire microsystem 
allowed for this individualized and nuanced analysis of their perceptions of their experiences.  
 Mesosystem.  The mesosystem is the layer of the ecological system that describes 
interactions between the microsystem and the exosystem.  For example, the relationships 
between teachers and parents, friends and parents, and interactions between microsystem 
influences and society.  For international students in the US, the mesosystem is often completely 
shifted when they arrive to the US.  Their family no longer has access to relationships with their 
new friends or teachers.  Their family may not speak English and be unable to interact with their 
new microsystem at all.  This is not the case for Amal, Nadia, and Fiona because their families 
have all traveled to or even studied in the US.  Being familiar with the new ecological system 
could allow them to be more supportive and understanding.  In contrast, Noor and Jamilah’s 
families do not speak English and have never traveled outside of the US.  The distinction is not 
as clear for Sema, whose sister a first came to the US with her, but whose family otherwise did 
not speak English.  Her father visited her multiple times, giving him an opportunity to witness 
her new ecological system, but his lack of English did not allow him to directly interact.  Sema’s 
mother was active in her k-12 education as she was an evaluator of Sema’s schools.  Once she 




international students in the US, considering the mesosystem and how their home microsystem is 
often shut off completely from their new microsystem is important in considering their issues.  A 
student whose parent has always handled their interactions with school authority figures or 
healthcare will have a complete shift or even initial absence of their mesosystem.   
 Exosystem.  One’s exosystem contains the media, health, welfare, and legal services, 
neighbors and community members, and other people who are in the environment without a 
direct link to the individual.  Considering this layer of the ecological system provides more 
insights into some of the participants’ perceptions.  
 Media.  The degree to which participants engaged with American media differed.  Noor 
said that she watched a lot of American series and movies back home but had switched to more 
Arabic series and movies in the US.  However, she did still go to see some movies in the US.  
Amal never discussed watching TV or movies, but she read American novels and non-fiction.  
Nadia and Jamilah did not report engagement with any American media.  Fiona and Sema both 
had Netflix subscriptions and watched many American series on this platform.  They also went 
to the cinema on a regular basis and invited me with them several times.  They both watched 
series that are centered around young white women, namely: Shameless, 13 Reasons Why, 
Orange is the New Black, and Crazy Ex-Girlfriend.  They discussed these series with each other, 
with me, and even discussed their conversations about these series with me with each other.  
They were interested in my perceptions of how realistic events in these series were.  In the 
absence of American friends, they absorbed information about life in the US from the media.  
Issues faced by main characters in these shows included teen pregnancy, addiction, suicide, 
depression, being the victim of violence, sexual assault, rape, and more.  Many of the characters 
were from divorced parents and had numerous sexual partners, did drugs, committed crimes, and 




of the things portrayed are realistic, possible, and even common in American culture, the rate and 
drama at which they are presented in television series is not representative of average 
experiences.  In the absence of American friends, Fiona and Sema built their understanding of 
issues faced by young white American women through the media, which could have made them 
more hesitant to try to make social relationships with American women.  While they enjoyed 
watching and talking about these series, they were often disgusted by them and could have 
caused them to other their American peers. 
 Health services.  Some participants told me about their experiences with health services 
in the US.  Sema used her allotted 10 Counseling Center appointments to address her immediate 
panic once starting her master’s program at UIUC.  She said that she worked with her counselor, 
an American woman, in English, to build her self-esteem to better help her be able to overcome 
her lack of math knowledge.  Sema directly attributed these sessions and the strategies her 
counselor provided to her eventual academic persistence towards her degree.  Fiona accessed 
mental health services when facing with the stress of preparing for her final oral exam.  She did 
not directly link her knowledge of the Counseling Center to being recommended by Sema or 
knowing that they could help because of Sema’s experience, but she may have known about this 
service and what it could do because of hearing about it from Sema, which shows how 
microsystem interactions can impact one’s ability and interest in accessing exosystem level 
services.  Fiona spoke highly of her experience at the Counseling Center and being referred to 
the health center.  Furthermore, she spoke highly of US culture in that there is awareness and 
support for these kinds of issues, which I will discuss further in the macrosystem section.  
 Interactions with the community.  Participants had interactions with neighbors and 
community members outside of the campus community.  This is especially true for Nadia, whose 




services and the people involved with them.  Sema reported interactions with community 
members who paid for her coffees and meals at restaurants in what she perceived as efforts to 
make her feel welcome in the months after the election of Donald Trump.  Aside from Nadia’s 
story of a doctor who she felt suggested that her husband may have hit her, within Urbana-
Champaign, all participants reported that there were no issues with discrimination.  However, 
this was not as true when in other parts of the country.  Participants had stories of overt racism 
and discrimination in a small town in Missouri, a city in Florida, and more.  
 Not all aspects of the exosystem were significant to each participant, but their absence 
can also be meaningful.  Not engaging with American media, health services, and the community 
also helps to understand participants’ perceptions.  Jamilah did not report connections to 
anything in the exosystem in Urbana-Champaign.  Aside from her academic work, she has 
recreated a Saudi Arabian environment and does not engage far beyond that.  Fiona and Sema 
spoke a lot about their aspects of their ecological systems from the exosystem.  Even though they 
did not make any American friends while studying at UIUC, they engaged with other aspects of 
life in the US.  
 Macrosystem.  The macrosystem encompasses the attitudes and ideologies of the 
culture.  While generalizing the macrosystems of their home countries could cause false 
generalizations, the macrosystem of global politics and society is important to their experiences.  
This section will discuss some global issues that impact participants’ ecological systems, 
considerations of their regional and home macrosystems, and their transition to their 
macrosystem in Urbana-Champaign.  Considering the macrosystem can best illuminate their 
perceptions of their experiences when considered at these multiple levels. 
 Global politics, society, and media.  Several events have taken place since this research 




participants’ experiences.  While specific to Saudi Arabia, participants from Kuwait and Bahrain 
reported that many people generalize what they know about Saudi Arabia to the Gulf Arab 
region, so these issues can also affect them.  First, the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammad 
bin Salman, better known as MBS, came to visit the US in March-April 2018.  Widely praised as 
a progressive reformer at the time, his visit was covered heavily in the news, often in a positive 
light.  However, negative reactions to this positive coverage were also prevalent.  A televised 
interview on 60 Minutes was highly publicized and discussed.  In it, Norah O’Donnell asked 
MBS about Saudi Arabia’s reputation as a backwards, terrorist producing country where there is 
little freedom.  This visit and the news around it brought attention to criticism of Saudi Arabia 
and promoted information about conditions in Saudi Arabia that could be surprising to many 
American viewers, including people from participants’ microsystems.  During MBS’s visit, I 
asked participants what they thought about it.  The only participants who had seen English media 
about it were Noor and Amal, who both reacted to my questions about his visit and their 
perceptions of the news coverage with thinly veiled disgust in Amal’s case and outright anger in 
Noor’s case.  Fiona, Jamilah and Nadia simply politely confirmed that they were aware of the 
visit without offering more ideas about it.  Sema said “whatever” and waved her hand in a 
sweeping gesture when I brought it up with her.  Regardless of their individual perceptions of the 
visit, it brought attention to Saudi Arabia both in the context of hailing MBS as the force that 
will change Saudi Arabia and in the context of criticism of his actions that have indicated 
otherwise.  
 On June 25th, 2018 Saudi Arabia was again in the spotlight in global news when its 
infamous ban on female drivers was lifted.  Similar to MBS’s visit, this event was covered in the 
news both as evidence of the country’s progress but also in condemnation of it not doing enough.  




Tweet urging Saudi Arabia to release imprisoned civil rights advocates caused Saudi Arabia to 
recall its KASP students from Canada.  While it is widely understood that a similar issue is 
unlikely to happen in the US, this event could show Saudi Arabian students around the world 
that their status in their host country is out of their control.  News coverage of its conditions and 
reforms could lead American students to ask participants questions that they are uncomfortable 
answering.   
 In fall of 2018, Saudi Arabia was in American and global news for the murder of 
journalist and American resident, Jamal Khashoggi, and the deaths of two Saudi Arabian young 
women in New York City.  Khashoggi was murdered in the Saudi Arabian consulate in Turkey, 
resulting in international public outcry against the country and MBS’s authoritarian rule 
(Kirkpatrick & Hubbard, 2018).  For weeks, news developed around this story, putting Saudi 
Arabia in the headlines of global news daily.  This issue and resulting reactions are still ongoing 
at the time of writing.  Furthermore, two Saudi Arabian sisters, aged 22 and 16, were found dead 
in the Hudson River in the fall 2018.  They had run away from home in Virginia where they 
lived with their family and were reportedly abused.  News reported that they had spent two 
months in New York City hotels, ordering daily room service, and maxing out their credit cards.  
They were in the process of seeking asylum in the US.  Authorities believe that they committed 
suicide, and the news was reported with headlines like “Dead Saudi Sisters Said They Would 
Rather Hurt Themselves Than Return to Homeland, Police Say” in the Wall Street Journal 
(Kanno-Youngs, 2018).  Because of these stories and others, outsiders seeking information about 
Saudi Arabia have easy access to media coverage that shows the country as radically violent and 
authoritarian.  
 Gulf Arab macrosystem. While there is diversity across the Gulf Arab region, there are 




economies, and society is widely gender segregated.  All three countries represented in this 
research are ranked as high on the Human Development Index and rated as high-income 
countries by the World Bank. Within these similarities, closer inspection erodes the apparent 
uniformity.  While Islam is the dominant religion, each country has a different dominant sect and 
ideology.  The degree to which the economies are oil based is different, and the efforts the 
governments are making to evolve the economy to not be dependent on oil are different.  In 
Saudi Arabia, gender-segregation exists in most private and public spaces, formally and 
informally, including higher education.  This is variable between different regions and cities of 
Saudi Arabia.  In Kuwait, gender segregation exists to a much lesser extent.  Gender-segregation 
policies are seen as political rather than religious, and much of higher education has mixed-
gender classes and programing.  In Bahrain, gender segregation is less pronounced, and there are 
private k-12 schooling options where there is no gender segregation.  
 One relevant attitude shared by all participants in this study is an uneasiness or 
unwillingness to criticize their home country to westerners or outsiders.  Based on the lack of 
freedom of speech in Saudi Arabia and to a lesser but still serious extent, Bahrain, there is a 
practical explanation; they can face serious institutional consequences for speaking against their 
government.  Beyond that, many participants expressed frustration with the critical views of 
others.  Amal was frustrated by the critical views that faculty members had towards Ramadan 
and being asked if women in Kuwait could drive.  At her thesis defense, she was asked about 
rights of foreign workers and responded patiently and academically, but her response was 
preceded by a heavy sigh.  When asked to criticize Kuwait, she was visibly frustrated.  Nadia 
was offended by a classmate who expected that her country was poor and dangerous and 
forcefully defended Kuwait as safe and that she was not poor.  Noor withdrew from American 




interested in seeing the situation from another perspective.  Sema and Fiona both criticized their 
country’s double standards for men and women and the heaviness of the expectation they had to 
marry and have children but only after I criticized the US for the same.  Sema and Fiona’s 
criticisms were always cultural and never political.  In general, participants never expressed 
thinking that their countries weren’t deserving of criticism, but they felt that critics from 
outsiders were ill-informed, ethnocentric, or both.  Criticizing their society or government is 
private and not done with outsiders.  This attitude can affect their interactions with Americans, 
who are exposed to a lot of criticism of the region and who generally perceive criticism as 
demonstration of intelligence and being informed.  Not participating in criticism can cause 
outsiders to think that participants are supportive or complicit of things that they may not be.  
Thus, this aspect of their shared macrosystem impacts their microsystem interactions with 
Americans and other international people.  
 Bahraini macrosystem background.  Bahrain is a small island country in the Arab Gulf.  
It is connected to Saudi Arabia via a bridge.  The country’s monarchy has been under threat to 
varying degrees since the Arab Spring began in 2011, and most of its coverage in national news 
over these years has been related to uprising and imprisonment of anti-monarch advocates.  
Other issues in the country include: youth unemployment and tensions between Shia and Sunni 
Muslims.  Freedom House ranks Bahrain as “not free,” including the internet and the press.  Its 
history and location have made it a proxy in conflicts between Saudi Arabia and Iran.  In many 
ways, it is distinct from other Arab Gulf countries in that its economy is not reliant on oil, and its 
population is majority Shia, although its monarch is Sunni.  Its arts and culture include poetry, 
written in both classical Arabic and modern free verse, music that is consistent with the rest of 




religious diversity and mixing of different ethnicities.  Marriage between Bahraini citizens and 
expatriates are not uncommon.  
 Kuwaiti macrosystem background.  Kuwait is located to the northeast of Saudi Arabia 
and south east of Iraq.  Kuwaiti people are proud of their history as ship builders, and their ships 
and sailing culture allowed them to become early trade leaders in their region.  For most of the 
twentieth century, it was a British protectorate but has been independent since 1961.  Currently it 
has the fourth highest per capita income in the world and is home to some of the world’s largest 
oil reserves.  It was one of the only Arab countries to not face significant demonstrations in the 
Arab Spring, but demonstrations against government corruption led to some reforms.  Issues in 
the country include: rights for stateless people, reducing economic reliance on oil, and air and 
water pollution.  Freedom House ranks Kuwait as “partly free” in terms of press.  Kuwait 
produces television and music that is popular throughout the region and has been called the 
“Hollywood of the Arab Gulf.”  It is home to numerous art museums and has one of the biggest 
cultural districts, with many art and culture museums and venues, in the world.  
Saudi Arabian macrosystem, background and insights.  Saudi Arabia is geographically 
the largest country in the Middle East.  Its modern history is hinged on its oil reserves, and its 
reputation in the world is centered around its oil wealth and ultra conservative religious laws.  It 
is significant in Islam because it is home to two of the holiest sites for the religion, Mecca and 
Medina.  Most of the culture and society are shaped around the Wahhabi / Salafi form of Islam.  
Adherence to Islam is required for citizenship.  Saudi law requires all women to have a guardian 
to give her permission to travel, work, or study.  Problems in the country include: obesity, 
conflicts between Sunni and Shia sects of Islam, government corruption, human rights abuses, 
and more.  Saudi Arabia's Freedom House ranking is “not free,” including both the internet and 




including the opening of the country’s first cinema.  While Saudi Arabian authors have become 
popular throughout the world, censorship of their work makes it illegal to have within the 
country.  Saudi Arabians have been making mass media, mostly through YouTube, and its 
cinema scene is fast developing.  
As stated, considering the macrosystem of Saudi Arabia as uniform and universal will 
cause over generalizations that obscure participants’ individual differences, but some overall 
attitudes and ideologies were significant to all three Saudi Arabian participants. These include 
attitudes towards mental health and what I will call “groupthink.”  All three participants felt the 
negative impacts of and criticized these attitudes from their home country.  
Fiona, Jamilah, and Sema critically discussed how Saudi Arabia views mental health.  To 
synthesize their perceptions, they all believed that in their country, mental health issues did not 
exist and that their existence in the West was a result of over-sensitive indulgence.  Fiona said 
that her mom told her that complaining about mood swings related to her period made her a 
“princess” and that there would be no help at a university for students who felt too stressed to 
focus on their work.  Sema told me that Saudi people don’t want to admit to themselves that they 
have a problem and so they never seek out a solution.  Jamilah said that people don’t believe in 
mental health issues.  Because they each did not agree with this attitude from their home country, 
they appreciated the difference in the US macrosystem that seeks to provide support and 
breakdown taboos towards accessing mental health services.   
Another attitude they shared was a perception that their country suffers from groupthink 
wherein all people reinforce an unverified belief to each other, which prevents innovation and 
risk taking, and people believe what other people tell them without verifying facts.  They each 
described this in slightly different ways, but it was something that I had noticed in my Saudi 




examples she provided were that “everybody says ILETS is easier than TOEFL,” which is 
something I used to hear from my students a lot.  Because she was told that, she pursued test 
preparation for ILETS rather than TOEFL even though there is no objective measure that 
suggests the ILETS is “easier” than the TOEFL, especially when considering how departments 
have different requirements for each test (for example, a department might require a 70 % on the 
TOEFL but an 80 % on the ILETS).  Fiona said that “everybody told her” that she would not be 
able to get admission to UIUC and only applied when someone told her that she could.  She 
never looked into it on her own.  Jamilah complained about Saudi groupthink by criticizing the 
advice she was given about studying in the US and saying that she knew that she needed to see 
for herself because she didn’t trust other people’s generalizations to match her own experience.  
She did, however, strongly believe that graduate studies in the UK were too difficult because 
many people told her that.  She also felt that groupthink affected what people believed about 
nutrition and was so interested in research because of its potential to correct faulty groupthink 
notions about nutrition that were actually harmful.  Sema described this issue with the example 
of the ILETS scores: 
When I was in the English institution I had so many friends go back to Saudi Arabia after 
getting English courses, but the thing is like if you say a lot of things like you can’t make 
it in ILETS, it’s hard to get some like, a good result, 6 and a half or something, so this is 
like getting deeply in their minds and they will not reach it, so after the Saudis gone from 
the English institution, I had a good result on ILETS and I could, I don’t listen to them, 
like maybe this kind of issue is–what is the word?... Spreads, spreads all over the Saudi 
mind.  
 
The idea that she could plagiarize and get away with it in Nebraska was spread to her in a similar 
way.  Having so many experiences of misinformation being told to her made her become 
skeptical and find her own way.  All three participants were aware of this attitude in their country 




American Macrosystem. The election of President Donald Trump in 2016 contributed to 
popular perceptions of attitudes and ideologies in the US growing more nationalistic and less 
tolerant of diversity and outsiders.  Since 2016, international student applications and 
enrollments have stopped increasing at the rates seen throughout the preceding decade (Open 
Doors, 2018).  There have been many contributing factors to this, including: uncertainty of visas 
following President Trump’s executive order that barred entry for people from several countries, 
not providing support for students despite heavy recruitment of international students, changes in 
the global economy, changes in foreign government scholarships (e.g. Saudi Arabia’s KASP), 
and more (Fisher, 2017).  While some of these changes are based on issues beyond the borders of 
the US, since 2016, when the US started having lower international student enrollment, 
international student enrollment increased by 20% in Canada (Fisher, 2017), indicating that there 
was a particular issue in the US.  Globally, many students perceive that the US has unwelcoming 
attitudes towards international students, especially Muslim students.  When considering the 
decline in international student enrollment in the US by home regiong, the concern that current 
attitudes towards Muslim students play a role becomes clearer.  The following chart shows the 
change in international student enrollment by region.   
Table 8 
Change in International Student Enrollment by Region (2017-2018 AY compared to 2016-2017 
AY) (Open Doors, 2018) 






% Change 1.5% 4.6% 3.2% 0.3% -0.2% -3.7% -9% 
 
North African and the Middle East, the predominantly Muslim regions, have seen the most 
decline.  Saudi Arabia’s change to the KASP is a contributing factor, but declines in rates of 




the MENA region have also seen starker declines than their non-Muslim neighbors (e.g. 
Malaysia, Indonesia) (Open Doors, 2018).   
As a liberal community that has demonstrated against the visa ban, many in Urbana-
Champaign are cognizant of Islamophobia that may be directed towards students personally, 
through the media and legislation, and some go out of their way to make welcoming gestures 
towards obviously Muslim community members.  For example, the people paying for Sema’s 
meals at a local breakfast restaurant and coffee at Starbucks, only when she is wearing a hijab.  
Amal and Nadia, who both always wear hijabs, said that they are regularly smiled at by women, 
especially white women, in the community.  Both were here before Donald Trump was elected 
president and agreed that people only smiled at them in this way after he was elected.  Beyond its 
effect on small interactions in the community, the macrosystem of the US also affects their 
willingness to travel and receive guests from their home countries, which in turn affects their 
overall wellbeing.  Participants suggested that they were always aware of the possibility of 
facing visa or travel issues when visiting their home countries, these concerns grew after the 
2016 election and issuance of the visa ban even though their countries were not included.  
Urbana-Champaign Macrosystem.  Several features of the attitudes and ideologies of the 
community of Urbana-Champaign impacted participants’ acculturation.  Specifically, as the 
home of a large university, there is a palpable drinking culture.  The main commercial street near 
campus has many bars and clubs.  A walk through the residential area can include passing by 
parties at nearly any hour.  Living near campus can mean hearing loud parties and loud 
intoxicated people coming and going from bars and parties.  Since most of the participants of this 
study don’t drink alcohol and have rarely been around it, this can be an issue that causes 
uneasiness.  For graduate students, much of campus culture that includes heavy drinking and bars 




coworkers going to campus bars together after class or work can be common.  Furthermore, most 
social gatherings, even formal ones hosted by faculty, include alcohol.  The degree to which this 
was an issue for participants in this study varied.  Noor drank alcohol and socialized and 
participated in events where alcohol was present.  Amal seemed to naturally gravitate towards 
classmates who also did not drink alcohol, but she said that she was not uncomfortable with the 
culture of drinking around her.  Nadia was not comfortable attending events where alcohol may 
be present, and thus did not attend department events.  Fiona, Sema, and Jamilah did not drink 
alcohol but said that they were never in a situation where they were invited to an event with 
alcohol.  Because so much of the social culture in the community revolved around drinking, 
participants who were not comfortable with alcohol were limited in social events that they could 
participate in.  Furthermore, they may have not even been invited to events with alcohol if the 
hosts knew or assumed that they did not drink.  Not being comfortable with alcohol or wanting to 
drink may have serious consequences on their abilities to socialize in this community.  
Reflections on the macrosystem level of the ecological systems theory.  These 
descriptions of different layers of the macrosystem do not necessarily illuminate individual 
participants’ experiences and perceptions.  Descriptions of attitudes and ideologies of a culture 
are prone to focusing on difference and subject to bias of the person who created the description.  
The objective information about attitudes and ideology in a country (e.g. election results, 
religious demographics, government structures, etc.) are not effective in understanding much of 
the experiences and perspectives of individual people.  Knowing about Saudi Arabia’s record of 
human rights abuses, imprisonment of activists because of their Tweets, that two young women 
preferred suicide to returning there, that the country just recently allowed a cinema to open and 
women to drive might make an American classmate hesitant to reach out to Fiona thinking that 




reality, Fiona is up-to-date on and ready to discuss popular TV series and movies, drives, and has 
no direct relationship to the actions of her country.  While considering the macrosystem can help 
predict some acculturative issues that might be faced by individuals (e.g. discomfort with 
working across genders, alcohol, and criticizing their governments), individual-level perceptions 
vary so greatly that it is just as likely to obscure experiences as predict them. 
 Chronosystem.  The chronosystem of the ecological system considers the time since 
important life events and the sociohistorical circumstances surrounding those events.  For this 
research, the most relevant and shared life event is moving to the US.  Considering the time since 
this move and the life events that have occurred before and since then illuminates a lot about 
participants’ academic acculturation.  
Table 9 
Participants’ Time in the US and in Their Programs at the Start of Data Collection 
Name Noor Amal Jamilah Sema Fiona Nadia 
Time in the 
US 
6 months 1.5 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 7 years 
Time in their 
program 
1 semester 3 semesters >1 semester 3 semesters 3 semesters 8 semesters 
 
Nadia stands out from the others.  She came to the US with her husband before she started 
studying.  Additionally, she completed half of an undergraduate degree before moving on to her 
master’s program; thus, she has been in the US and in her program for more than twice as long as 
other participants.  She reported that she had no academic issues at the time of data collection, 
but this may have been different if she were at the beginning of her studies.  From the 
perspective of nearly completing her degree, her memory of issues along the way may have 
faded.  On the other hand, Jamilah is so new to her program that she may not yet be aware of or 
be able to articulate the issues she is having.  Amal, Fiona, and Sema had been in their master’s 




starting their program.  Amal moved to the UK for one year of middle school and regularly 
traveled between the UK and Kuwait.  Having this experience behind her likely made her 
transition to the US easier.  While time in the US and time since other life events cannot predict 
positive or negative perceptions of academic acculturation, it is a factor that can help understand 
academic acculturation.  
  Significance of the ecological systems theory in understanding participants’ 
perceptions of their academic acculturation.  This research shows that applying the ecological 
systems model to international student academic acculturation can shed light on their 
experiences, especially at the microsystem and exosystem levels.  Additionally, the 
chronosystem helps consider the time in country and the stage of the program, which are 
important to academic acculturation.  The macrosystem, though, invites overgeneralization.  First 
of all, the macrosystem itself has many layers, so one must consider the layers of the region, 
country, and community to understand how the macrosystem could affect acculturation.  
Additionally, the macrosystem necessitates considering generalizations that may not apply to 
individuals.  Still, some macrosystem-level factors can be important.  For example, the 
difference in gender segregation between participants’ home macrosystem and the macrosystem 
of the US is important to their experience, but it does not predict how they will perceive it.  
Overall, the ecological systems theory is useful at analyzing participants’ networks of 
interactions and shows how even with similar networks, individual-level differences in 
perceptions are key.  Academic acculturation is a highly individualized process, and the 
microsystem of the ecological systems theory is a beneficial tool in conceptualizing these 
individual perceptions. 




 While English language proficiency has already been addressed in a holistic sense, this 
section will narrow on the role that language proficiency has on developing academic literacy.  
Learning to communicate and write in an academic discipline is similar to learning a second 
language (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1994).  As graduate students learn to write and communicate 
in their academic discipline, they develop the ability to adhere to the norms of a discourse 
community, including its epistemology, ideology, and ontology (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1994).  
In this section, Jamilah and Nadia will be excluded from discussion because Jamilah has not yet 
been required to write much for her program, and Nadia wrote very little for hers.  This section 
will consider two pairs of participants.  First, Sema and Fiona, who both came to the US to study 
in English language programs, both took ESL 511 and 512, and both had issues with plagiarism, 
will be discussed.  Second, Noor and Amal, both highly proficient English speakers in the 
Linguistics Department who both felt frustrated with a lack of feedback will be discussed. 
 Sema and Fiona.  Sema and Fiona arrived to the US roughly at the same time for 
English language study.  Fiona studied in Miami and struggled to make progress towards earning 
an admissible score on the ILETS.  Sema sailed through the IEI in Urbana-Champaign and 
earned an admissible ILETS score well within the time the KASP allots for English language 
study.  While Fiona had struggles with English language writing that Sema did not share, their 
paths towards building academic literacy in their disciplines were similar.    
Developing academic literacy through structured self-directed learning in ESL 512.   
Fiona and Sema took ESL 512 with Sarah, and they both attributed this course and Sarah’s 
teaching to be instrumental to their process of learning how to read and write in their fields.  
Based on my discussion with Sarah and the course syllabus that Fiona and Sema followed, this 
course emphasizes self-directed learning.  ESL 512 can’t teach students discipline-specific 




Indeed, these conventions are fluid over time and vary from institution to institution and even 
from scholar to scholar.  As Zamel & Spack (2004) argue, ESL courses that support students in 
degree programs “cannot be viewed only as providing a ‘service’ to the university in preparing 
students for other instructors’ courses” (p. 36). Instead, ESL 512 guides students in reading 
scholarly work from their disciplines with the purpose of noticing these conventions to 
incorporate them into their writing.  It teaches them to read with an intention of gaining insights 
for their own writing.   
Fiona and Sema didn’t describe the course in these exact terms, but their perceptions of it 
were not far off.  Fiona said that ESL classes at UIUC didn’t teach her English language but 
taught her how to read “full academic writing.”  While the culminating project of writing a 
literature review did not contribute to any of her research projects or prepare her for writing in 
her program, she spoke about it as an experience that gave her self-efficacy in her field.  She 
learned a lot about the topic she selected by doing the research and felt like she could teach 
herself about other topics in her field after that experience.  It also helped her understand the 
structure of an academic paper and help her find the information she was looking for when 
approaching a new article.  ESL 512 does not directly teach students disciplinary conventions, 
but it gives them scaffolded assignments that require them to learn these things for themselves 
while teaching relevant strategies.  Similarly, Sema explained that 512 taught her how to read 
with specific strategies in mind.  These included using one article to help find others and that she 
shouldn’t dedicate time to reading a whole article without first skimming it to decide if it will be 
useful for her research.  Both Fiona and Sema understood and perceived a benefit from the self-
directed learning that 512 scaffolded for them, and it contributed to their academic literacy 





Sema’s final literature review for ESL 512, however, has many issues related to 
following disciplinary conventions and does not demonstrate incorporation of lower order or 
higher order conventions of her field.  She wrote about the topic from her perspective and 
included evidence from her personal experience and anecdotes from others to support her claims 
in ways that are inconsistent to the types of evidence that are considered epistemologically 
appropriate in the field of economics.  It is unlikely that the reading she did in her field for the 
literature review modeled these types of evidence.  However, the structure is consistent for her 
field.  Sema did not perceive any weakness in this paper, which she had written a year before, 
from the perspective of a final semester master’s student.  Fiona’s literature review for ESL 512 
was more in-line with what one might expect from a literature review about a topic in Nutrition, 
but it lacked synthesis.  Instead, nearly every study was addressed in a different paragraph, and 
sources were not in conversation with each other.  Her perception of the weakness of her paper 
was that it needed more “transitions.”  Regardless of these issues, both perceive that this course 
was important in developing their ability to read academic work in their field and gave them 
confidence to approach a research topic.   
Developing academic literacy through plagiarism.  Another shared issue for Fiona and 
Sema’s writing was plagiarism.  Sema was caught for plagiarism in Nebraska during her first 
semester in her first master’s program.  She said that she plagiarized because everyone else was 
doing it, and she felt that she would not get caught, which is consistent with previous literature 
about why Saudi Arabian students violate academic honesty (Razek, 2014).  Ultimately, Sema 
was caught, reported, and left the program at least in part because of this incidence.  Being 
reported for plagiarism was a turning point in her academic career.  Because of it, she described 




trouble, but she knew that her parts of papers were not plagiarized because of her contentious 
citations and paraphrasing.  
I never asked Fiona directly if she plagiarized her work, but one of the pieces of writing 
that she sent me to edit was almost entirely plagiarized by patching together three separate 
sources with no attempt at summarizing or paraphrases the sources.  In color-coded highlights, I 
indicated which sentences came from which sources and sent it back to explaining what I did and 
how evident it is that most of the sentences were copy and pasted from those three sources.  She 
did not respond and evaded me for a few weeks after that.  When I did see her again, she 
changed the subject when I brought it up.  It’s unlikely that this was the only time she ever 
plagiarized; however, I do not think that she significantly plagiarized her literature review for 
ESL 512 because she spoke about the writing process in detail and it contained grammatical 
errors consistent with the rest of her work.  Still, I think that it’s likely that she used plagiarism 
throughout her academic program as a strategy to avoid writing, the task that she hated the most 
and believed she was not capable of doing well.  While plagiarism does not build academic 
literacy in their academic disciplines, it can make it seem to their instructors like they are making 
progress that they are not.  Beyond violating academic integrity, this strategy does not allow 
instructors to identify their issues and give them helpful feedback to improve.  After Sema was 
caught once, she was very cautious to not plagiarize or even seem like she may have plagiarized.  
However, Fiona likely demonstrated development of academic literacy by plagiarizing 
throughout her program.  
Noor and Amal.  Noor and Amal both arrived to the US with high English language 
proficiencies.  Amal’s medium of instruction throughout her education was English.  Noor, on 
the other hand, earned her bachelor’s degree in an English language medium program, but had 




They both felt that they were lacking support, praise and feedback on their course papers, and for 
Amal, on her thesis.  Both reported that for several courses, they simply saw a letter grade 
reported for their final papers on their course management platforms without receiving any 
feedback, constructive criticism, or praise.  One significant way that graduate students develop 
academic literacy is through feedback from faculty that helps them understand where they are 
strong and what they need to improve (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995), and both felt that they 
were missing this aspect of development in their field.  They shared this perception of their 
experience with feedback, but they did not share a perception of what was at the root of the issue.  
Both felt that they received attention, feedback, and praise in the undergraduate programs.  Amal 
attributed the difference between the level of feedback at UIUC to the difference between 
graduate and undergraduate education.  Noor attributed the difference to the difference between 
higher education in Bahrain and the US.   
 Developing academic literacy through unstructured self-directed learning.  While 
Fiona and Sema were placed into ESL 511 and 512 because of their test scores, Noor and Amal 
had no such requirement.  Instead, because of a perceived lack of feedback and support, they felt 
that they taught themselves to develop academic literacy through unstructured self-directed 
learning.  Amal described her process of learning important writing conventions in detail.  She 
talked with slightly more advanced peers in her program, she read her friends’ theses, attended 
numerous defenses, and worked with me throughout her writing process.  Her process of 
developing academic literacy was highly social and based mostly on modeling and getting advice 
from other graduate students, which is consistent with the majority of graduate students across 
the disciplines (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995).  She pursued these avenues because she 
perceived a deficit in herself and in the feedback that she was given by her committee.  While 




the end of the semester, she only joked about it and felt that she had made her way without the 
kind of feedback from her committee that she initially expected.  After her defense, the main 
revision her committee wanted for her thesis was for her to better articulate the contribution her 
research is making to her field, something she had not yet addressed.  Through their feedback, 
she learned that this is something that she will always need to include in her writing about her 
own research.  
 Noor, on the other hand, had done less unstructured self-directed learning, and expressed 
frustration that she had not received more formal instruction.  So far, the only action she had 
taken to mitigate this was to read her best friend’s course papers from the past.  Reading her 
friend’s papers, which had all earned A grades, she felt like she was capable of better work, so 
she was not worried.  Still, her perception of her participation in a reading group, which 
Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) suggest is a productive way that graduate students develop 
academic literacy, caused her more stress than it helped her learn.  She felt that her more 
advanced peers were more interested in showing off than helping others learn.  However, this 
perception may change overtime as she learns more and is able to engage more in the reading 
group.  Still, at the time of data collection, the negative experience with the group led her to not 
want to read or participate at all.  
 NNES students building academic literacy.  Research about second language graduate 
writers has found that NNES students may feel linguistically and culturally peripheral to native-
speaking classmates (Hood, 2015; Samimy et al., 2011; Singh, 2017).  Previous research has 
found that NNES develop academic literacy with other NNES in their field and co-nationals 
outside of their fields.  These two groups contribute to creating a network of support that can 
help develop academic literacy.  For Noor and Amal, this is partially the case, but the peer 




Furthermore, their issues are not consistent with NNES students’ issues found in reviewed 
literature, and in fact, their NNES peers may perceive them as native speakers because of their 
high level of proficiency.  Also, any feelings of peripherality they had were not related to their 
English proficiency.  For Sema, however, previous research rings much truer.  Sema worked 
with classmates from India, Pakistan, and Indonesia on studying, homework and math.  She 
wrote partner papers with classmates from Jordan, India, and more.  However, when she felt the 
pressure of needing to raise her GPA, she reached out to an American student to write a partner 
paper.  Fiona connected with co-national friends, like Sema, and they supported each other 
through their academic difficulties even when they couldn’t help each other with the content.  
Thus, previous research about NNES students developing academic literacy seem most relevant 
to students without fluent-like proficiency.   
 Thus, this research complicates notions of NNES students’ issues with language and 
writing.  Amal and Noor self-identify as non-native English speakers, but most of their issues 
and concerns related to their academic writing are not relevant to the literature about NNES 
students.  Native and non-native are not dichotomous categories, and research that approaches 
these issues as if they are dichotomous categories will miss out on highly proficient students like 
Noor and Amal, who, despite their language skills, still have issues that may be distinct from 
those who identify as native speakers.  
 Developing academic literacy and gender.  While participants studied different 
disciplines, had different levels of English proficiency, and other differing factors that affected 
their academic literacy development, one shared dimension was their female gender.  There is 
little empirical research that links academic literacy development and gender.  When gender has 
been considered as a possible factor in academic literacy development, it was not considered 




academic literacy development should consider gender.  Academic literacy development is 
facilitated through cooperation with peers, and women are more likely to be socialized to 
cooperate than men in and out of school contexts.  Thus, participants’ socialization as women 
may facilitate their ability and interest in cooperating with others, especially other women, in 
ways that were productive for their academic literacy development.  Sema wrote most of her 
partner papers with other women and studied with exclusively female classmates.  Noor and 
Amal developed academic literacy through working with only female academic peers.  Some, 
like Nadia, were not comfortable electing to work with men, so in a male-dominated field, this 
could hinder academic literacy development. While the link between academic literacy 
development and gender is unclear, the participants of this research who were interested in 
cooperating with peers did so mostly with women, the extent to which a field is dominated is 
dominated by women and the extent to which they are willing to work with men is important to 















CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
 To conclude, I will first briefly address each research question.  Then I will describe this 
study’s implications, limitations and make suggestions for future research.  Finally, I will reflect 
on my experience as a researcher and my development in thinking through this research.  
What are participants’ perceptions of their experience of academic acculturation in their 
graduate programs?  
 Participants’ perceptions of their academic acculturation were highly individualized 
based on many factors, including: English proficiency, help-seeking behaviors, relationships 
with co-national, international, and American peers, mismatched agendas, relationships with 
friends and families in home countries, program context, time in the US, funding sources, 
individual dispositions, and individual goals.  The depth of this study’s methodology was able to 
discover the significance their funding sources and individual dispositions and goals has on their 
acculturation, which were not previously identified in reviewed acculturation research of 
international students. 
What light, it any, can the ecological systems theory shed on their experience of academic 
acculturation? 
 The ecological systems theory and its model are helpful in conceptualizing participants’ 
interactions with people around them and their immediate cultural environment and can help 
conceptualize the complicated ways that layers of similarity and difference can have an impact 
on participants’ perceptions and experiences.  The chronosystem helps to conceptualize how 
other life events may affect them now.  However, the macrosystem invites generalization that 
can obscure the individual-level differences.   
How does their English language proficiency affect their academic literacy development in 




 Overall, participants did not perceive that English language proficiency was a significant 
issue in their academic literacy development after they had earned admissible TOEFL/ILETS 
scores.  Noor and Amal, the participants with the highest level of English proficiencies, 
developed academic literacy with peers in their field, including reading each other’s papers, and 
in Amal’s case, attending defenses, reading theses, and getting insights and advice from PhD 
students.  Fiona and Sema were required to take ESL 512 because of their English placement test 
scores, and it provided them with structured and scaffolded self-directed learning about reading, 
writing, and discourse conventions of their fields that contributed to their academic literacy 
development.  Thus, language proficiency played a role.  Noor and Amal had high enough 
proficiencies to engage with classmates in their fields in English, and this is the main mode 
through which they perceived that they developed academic literacy.  Fiona and Sema had lower 
proficiencies that required them to take additional English courses, and it was through those 
courses that they perceived that they developed academic literacy.  
Implications  
 A call for hospitality for sojourners in a globalized world.  This research shows the 
need for hospitality for international students in the US.  Kant’s Cosmopolitan Law argues that a 
peaceful noncitizen who is in another country to learn and exchange ideas has a right to not be 
met with hostility (Dhillon, 2016).  Noor specifically experienced hostility from American peers 
about views towards their home countries.  Nadia felt that her program was very hospitable but 
had stories of friends who felt that they did not receive the same treatment in their departments.  
Fiona and Jamilah never expressed feeling discriminated against or excluded from their peers or 
program, but they also had no stories of being included or being met with hospitality.  Fiona, 
Sema, and Jamilah had never had a conversation with an American outside of a classroom 




being hospitable to international students is not an act of kindness or philanthropy, it is instead 
essential to institutionally adhere to Cosmopolitan Law.  Specifically, Dhillon (2016) writes that 
Kant suggests that “the traveler has the right to attempt to enter into discourse with the citizens 
of the host nation,” (p. 96).  Fiona, Sema, and Jamilah never exercised a right to engage in 
discussion with Americans.  Noor attempted to enter into discourse with peers who are citizens, 
but she was met with what she perceived as hostility, causing her to withdraw from the general 
population into communities of more culturally similar sojourners.  
That Fiona, Sema, and Jamilah never entered into discourse with Americans and that 
Noor felt that her conversations were often hostile demonstrates that there is a need for UIUC to 
act in order to genuinely provide hospitality to them.  This recommendation includes but is not 
limited to educating them about their rights of receiving hospitality and providing “American 
buddies” (matching new international students with a domestic student for social programming) 
or other partnerships that seek to provide a source of connection to the community. Much 
research about international students suggests partnering new international students with an 
American “buddy,” especially research about undergraduate students.  Already at UIUC, there is 
a duplication of effort in this area, but none of the programs have met the organizers’ aspirations: 
the IEI has an optional conversation partner program for students, International Student and 
Scholar Services have the International Hospitality Committee, and The Office of Inclusion & 
Intercultural Relations has many relevant groups and events.  Based on my work on the 
International Student Working Group and through connections with people who work for these 
units, a main barrier for the effectiveness of these efforts is lack of domestic student 
participation.   
In order for these programs to effectively provide hospitality, domestic students must 




previous research about international student acculturation has found that domestic students are 
often a source of discrimination rather than comfort (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Nomnian, 2017), 
and other international students are familiar with relevant challenges that domestic students may 
not be, other international students may be an even better resource than domestic students.  
While a program like this is not a source of hospitality from individual Americans, it is an 
institutional source of hospitality if the program is facilitated by the university.  Other 
international students who have been in the community for longer may have helpful insights for 
new international students who want to engage with Americans.   
Because domestic student participation is desirable, newly returned study abroad students 
may also be a good source of motivated and globally minded domestic students.  If the goal is to 
have a partnership that provides new international students with someone to engage with, it 
matters little if they are undergraduate or graduate students.  In fact, the insights of 
undergraduate students can provide a better view into the overall campus since most graduate 
students’ lives center around their own departments.  Recently returned study abroad students at 
UIUC must attend centralized required events, so they can be recruited through existing 
structures.  These are ways that the university can make more efforts to provide hospitality to 
international students and better adhere to Cosmopolitan Law in ways that benefit international 
and domestic students, who will learn from their international partner. 
 A call for individualized consideration of people who are different from oneself.  
Throughout my time as a graduate student and practitioner working with international students, I 
have been struck by the regularity at which research recommendations suggest that teachers and 
other stakeholders learn more about their students’ countries-of-origin through the media.  At a 
recent TESOL conference, a presenter suggested attendees watch movies about the war in Syria 




recommendation puts a lot of responsibility on instructors and faculty who, in addition to being 
experts in their fields, should become knowledgeable about the world and its cultures.  
Furthermore, reading about a country’s political history, economy, demographics, and 
macrosystem-level attitudes and ideology does not necessarily help them to understand 
individual students.  Instead, it can teach them to make false generalizations and further obscure 
their understandings of students from other countries and cultures or domestic students of 
identity dimensions different from their own.  This research problematizes these notions.  
Reading about the Arab Gulf, watching western-made movies about the region, and watching 
news from the region would not help me better understand the issues faced by Noor, Amal, 
Fiona, Jamilah, Nadia, or Sema.  Instead, seeing them as individuals allows us to not make 
assumptions connected to only one variable about them: their country of origin.  This starts with 
engaging in genuine dialogue, which I will address in the final section of this conclusion.  
 A call to de-dichotomize native and non-native speakers of English.  Much research 
about graduate student writing discusses only native speakers of English or is specific to non-
native English speakers.  Other research describes them together, which is often in attempt to de-
marginalize NNES but also erases their potentially distinctive struggles.  Based on this research 
with all participants identifying as NNESs but with a variety of proficiency levels, the category 
of “NNES” graduate students is broad.  Similarly, the categories of native speaker or NNES also 
do not universally predict issues with writing as many native speakers struggle with writing and 
many NNES do not.  Learning to write in an academic discipline is necessary for all students, 
regardless of language background or English proficiency, and native speakers and NNES may 
both experience difficulties.  Thus, considering writing in terms of native and non-native English 
speakers perpetuates a false dichotomy.  Instead, students’ proficiencies in English language 




for all students.  This could include considering individual’s perceptions of their writing abilities 
rather than the falsely dichotomous categories of native and non-native speaker of English.  
What’s working in this context?  This research revealed some aspects of campus and 
community life that were working well towards supporting the participants’ academic 
acculturation.  Participants generally felt comfortable seeking institutional help starting from 
early on in their programs.  These included the Writers Workshop, Counseling Center, and 
departmental-supports like graduate assistants who advise other students in research and tutoring.  
Sema and Fiona praised the Counseling Center’s role in their ability to persist to graduation.  
Even without experience gained through responsibilities related to funding, some participants 
gained experience through volunteer opportunities (Fiona) and practicums built into the program 
(Amal).  Participants did not believe that English was a barrier to their ability to succeed in their 
programs, so language requirements and supports may contribute to participants’ feeling 
prepared in terms of language.  Overall, the community of Urbana-Champaign demonstrated 
efforts, albeit surface-level, to create an environment that is welcoming towards Arabs and 
Muslims, with the exception of the Turning Point USA event that Noor attended.  Participants 
mostly did not personally express having experienced overt discrimination similar to what has 
been found in previous research about discrimination against Arab and Muslim students in US 
higher education (e.g. Cole & Ahmadi, 2003; Garrod & Kilkenny, 2014; Marzouk, 2012; Salaita, 
2006; Yakaboski et al., 2018) and suggested that this was because of the highly educated 
population of the community. However, consistent with Yakaboski et al. (2018), there was an 
invisible barrier between many participants and their American classmates as evidenced by 
Fiona, Sema, and Jamilah’s lack of interaction with American peers. Still, when Nadia expressed 
her needs and inability to participate in certain events, the Architecture Department was 




Amal and Noor established networks of peers in the Linguistics Department to have active social 
lives with colleagues.  Sema, Fiona, and Nadia praised ESL 512 for helping them develop 
academic literacy in their fields.  Participants felt that there was a lot about the community and 
institution that contributed to their academic acculturation and academic success. 
The role of ESL 511 & 512.  In regard to understanding where students learn about and 
build academic literacy in their academic disciplines, ESL 512 had an important role for 
participants who were not highly proficient in English.  This course offers structured scaffolding 
of self-directed reading of scholarly work in their fields with the purpose of understanding 
conventions and norms in order to apply them to their own writing.  Participants understood and 
appreciated its purpose.  ESL 511, however, was seen less favorably because students are not yet 
exploring their own fields and instead all do the same work on topics selected by the instructor.  
This course is structured so that instructors can better provide specific feedback as students 
practice summary, paraphrase, synthesizing sources, and understand academic integrity.   
Many graduate students would benefit from taking a course like 512, and perhaps Noor 
and Amal would feel more supported in their academic writing had they taken it.  They both 
complained of not knowing rules, and 512 would have taught them how to read for “rules” in 
their fields.  Thus, it may be helpful for foundational research courses to explicitly address the 
idea of reading research to inform students’ writing if they do not already.  Many graduate 
students struggle with knowing the writing norms are in their fields, which are often not related 
to language proficiency (e.g. Can they write in first person?  Should an introduction include a 
preview of a study’s results?  How should a literature review be structured?).  Because, in reality, 
there are often not rules to apply to these questions and scholars in the same field will not 




structured self-directed learning that asks them to consider these writing questions through 
reading in order to come to their own determination about the conventions of their disciplines. 
Limitations 
 Cultural issues.  Cultural issues may have affected what and the extent to which 
participants were willing to share with me.  For example, as discussed previously, participants 
were hesitant to criticize their home country and culture with outsiders, and this includes me.  
While I established rapport with them that demonstrated that I was intentional in avoiding being 
judgmental or ethnocentric towards their home countries, they may still have not wanted to 
criticize aspects of their home culture or even suggest that they feel freer in the US because they 
did not want me or my readers to judge their home countries.  Furthermore, they may have also 
been unwilling to share some aspects of their lives with me.  Because I already knew it would be 
inappropriate to ask, I never brought up dating, drinking, or other things that can be considered 
taboo in their home countries, so I have no insights into their experiences that could be related to 
these issues.  Ultimately, I believe that avoiding taboo questions helped build rapport that 
allowed them to feel comfortable sharing other parts of their lives that were more relevant to the 
research questions. 
 Participants’ English proficiency.  While all participants were able to communicate 
their ideas to me and have English proficiency levels that are high enough to allow them to earn 
satisfactory grades in graduate programs at UIUC, the extent to which they were able to express 
themselves about the topics we discussed varied.  This limitation is particularly salient for 
Jamilah, who often answered questions with short answers without many details and required 
probing that could have shaped our conversations more than was ideal.  Fiona, despite any issues 
with English language, was extremely expressive and a good communicator.  Even when she 




to communicate.  Sema sometimes referred to her dictionary or translator to find the word she 
wanted, but taking this time ensured that she was using the word that expressed what she wanted.  
Nadia’s English, while not as fluent as Noor’s and Amal’s, appeared to not be a factor in her 
ability to communicate with me.  The number of words of interview transcripts spoken by Amal 
and Noor are exponentially more than the other participants.  There was much less turn taking 
with them, and they were able to go on in long explanations without any response or probing 
from me.  It’s also notable that Amal and Noor were the most negative.  While I suggested that 
this is related to their individual dispositions towards criticism in general, it may also be because 
they had the confidence in their language skills to be able to complain.  Beyond Noor and 
Amal’s language proficiencies, the depth of our conversations, including complaints and 
criticisms, could also be related to our shared fields.  I better understood their courses of study, 
topics of research, and field’s conventions relative to the other participants, which facilitated 
deeper discussion.   
 Lack of access to participants’ work.  Sharing one’s writing can be personal.  Some 
participants were more hesitant to share their work with me than others.  With more access to all 
participants’ course work from throughout their programs, I would have a more accurate picture 
of their progress towards academic literacy.  
 Lack of access to other stakeholders.  While I was able to interview some relevant 
stakeholders (an ESL 512 instructor, MSPE TAs), more triangulation of data could have 
occurred with more interviews like these.  I believe that I was able to connect with these 
instructors because we are peers.  No professors responded to my request to meet.  Meeting 
Fiona and Jamilah’s advisor and seeing him interact with Fiona and observing Amal’s thesis 
defense to her committee provided interesting insights, but it would have been beneficial to this 




 Span of data collection.  This research explores participants’ academic acculturation, 
which is a process that will occur throughout their studies, but data was only collected for one 
semester.  For participants in their last semester (Amal, Fiona, Nadia, and Sema), their overall 
perceptions are likely affected by the fact that they were in the home stretch of their programs.  
For Amal, this meant she was in the most intense and stressful part of her studies, but for Sema, 
the opposite was true.  Participants newer to their programs (Noor and Jamilah) may still be 
struggling to establish a routine or not yet know what their issues will be.  This research only 
collected data over spring semester (and summer for Amal and Fiona, who both graduated in 
August) when the process of acculturation takes place throughout the entire program.  Still, I 
interviewed participants throughout the semester and was able to see their evolving perspectives 
in this window of their programs.   
Recommendations for Future Research 
 Longitudinally investigate one cohort.  Because of all of the different variables 
involved in different program contexts, time in the US, stage of program, etc., it could be helpful 
to longitudinally investigate one cohort of graduate students in one program throughout their 
degree programs.  Because the King Abdullah Scholarship Program has been reorganized to 
narrow down the number of fields for which students can be funded and the universities limited 
to the top 100 universities in the field, it is likely that Saudi Arabian students will steadily 
become more concentrated in specific programs and universities.  Research that follows Saudi 
Arabian students who start in the same program at the same time could give more insights into 
how they can best be supported without so many variables of difference.   
 NES students vs. NNES Students?  Similar research can also compare the experiences 
of NES students to NNES students.  Scholars often separate these two populations in order to 




However, the experience of NNES students may be essentialized when their native language is 
only one aspect the contributes to their experience in their graduate programs.  In reality, many 
issues faced by NNES students are experienced by all students, but their language status is 
blamed for issues, making the solution falsely seem as simple as improving language skills.  
Longitudinal research of one cohort with both NES and NNES and domestic and international 
students could help us understand the extent to which language is a factor of academic 
acculturation and academic literacy development.  
Researcher’s Reflection  
 Gulf Arab women.  This research’s focus on women was conceived in response to the 
dearth of research that positions Gulf Arab or veiled Muslim women studying at institutions of 
higher education in the west as developing scholars.  Instead, much research focuses on their 
cultural experiences of being veiled on campus.  Also, based on my experience in Intensive 
English Language programs, I noticed that many instructors viewed Saudi Arabian and Kuwaiti 
women, who, as they saw it, are only in the US because their husbands came here, as extensions 
of their husbands.  This notion deprioritizes them in the eyes of their instructors because they 
view them as only taking English classes for something to do while their husbands earn degrees.  
This view also denies their agency and personal goals.  In this research, married women were not 
agentless extensions of their husbands.  Jamilah’s husband came with her because she received 
the scholarship.  Nadia came with her husband, but that did not mean that she was unserious 
about her academics and career goals.  I believe that I have been successful in centering 
participants’ experiences as scholars and found that the stereotypes I heard expressed in my 
previous institutions were not valid with these participants. 
 Noor.  Many times during data collection, analysis, and writing, I considered omitting 




not from a major country-of-origin, her funding is from the US rather than her own country, her 
social life is distinct from the other participants, her religious identity is different, and more.  
However, I believe that her inclusion serves an important purpose of demonstrating diversity in 
perceptions and experiences of students from a region that is largely and falsely generalized to 
Saudi Arabia or totally unknown.   
“English proficiency.”  Throughout the writing of this dissertation, I struggled with 
word choice in describing participants’ English proficiency levels.  While I’m familiar with the 
problematization of the notion of proficiency levels, on a practical level, I needed ways to 
describe their levels of ability to communicate in English.  Were Noor and Amal “fluent”?  Is it 
fair or accurate to describe Jamilah as having a “low” level of proficiency relative to other 
participants?  Do labels like “highly proficient” convey a consistent meaning to my audience?  I 
feel that I’ve used real language samples from participants that give readers insights into their 
language levels, provided their standardized scores, and self-perceptions to ground my 
discussion of their English levels, but these labels remain subjective and problematic.  
Institutional context.  Before starting my PhD program at UIUC, I had many ideas for 
research that were not relevant to institutional context of UIUC.  While my research ideas 
evolved throughout my course work and work on campus, many of my perceptions of my 
research topic remained couched in experiences from my previous institutions.  The research 
process has deepened my appreciation for context at institutional levels but also departmental 
and programmatic levels.   
Centrality of graduate writing.  This dissertation research was in part inspired by Ilona 
Leki’s (2007) book Undergraduate in a Second Language wherein she follows four 
undergraduate students in different fields throughout their degree programs and investigates their 




other ESL scholars, and faculty in the disciplines believed that undergraduate students do.  This 
book made me critically reflect on my perceptions of undergraduate student writing and the ways 
in which I believed that I was preparing my pre-undergraduate and freshman students at my 
previous institutions.  Returning to the book after completing the bulk of my dissertation 
research, data analysis, and writing has again made me critically reflect on my expectations for 
the writing that graduate students are expected to do.  Like Leki (2007), I found that these 
participants did far less writing than I was expecting.   
My expectations were at least partially established from my work at the Writers 
Workshop with students from all over campus working on a variety of writing tasks.  However, 
it’s clearer to me now that Writers Workshop students often seek help because they are tackling 
writing that their peers in their programs or friends from outside their program are not; thus, they 
are atypical.  This was the case for Fiona, who came to the Writers Workshop with her IRB 
application because no one she knew had written one.  I had worked with many Architecture 
students on their writing (and sometimes reading), so I expected Nadia to have written work.  My 
experience with Architecture students led me to believe that they do write, but upon further 
reflection, they were often coming with application materials for grants, other funding, or further 
study that were not connected to their coursework.  Some programs’ writing intensiveness was as 
I expected.  I already had the perception that writing was not important for the Economics 
Department at UIUC but that they often write papers.  I was unsurprised with the writing 
requirements in the Linguistics Department, which were similar to my own.  Thus, this research 
has cemented in me the message that approaching research across disciplines in higher education 
can be affected by one’s own academic discipline, a kind of academic ethnocentrism.  The 
importance of writing and kinds of research (if research is done at all) and writing about that 




on the level of academic to professional and the extent to which individuals avoid or are drawn 
to writing.  Thus, “graduate student writing” is a broad category that differs across disciplines, 
program focus, and individual avoidance or interest.  
The role of Intensive English Programs.  Jamilah, who was the most recently removed 
from her IEP, said a lot that made me reflect on my previous teaching and students’ perceptions 
of IEPs.  She told me that she felt that the IEI focused too much on the details of English 
grammar when what she really felt she needed was TOEFL test preparation.  In her mind, it was 
a TOEFL score, not her overall English level, that separated her from starting her degree 
program. Previously, if I had students who prioritized studying for the TOEFL over learning the 
English language in general, I would have considered them to be misguided because, while a 
TOEFL score is important for admission, a real understanding of English language is what is 
necessary once in the program.  Talking to her, I realized that her focus on the TOEFL was not 
because she thought it was more important than the English language in general, but that the 
courses she was taking to learn the English language focused on minutiae that she didn’t think 
would be necessary once in the program.  After having tutored in UIUC’s writing center for three 
years and seeing the issues NNES students have with the English language in their degree 
programs, it is clear to me that issues like “many homework” and the difference in connotation 
between “a little” and “little” were not representative of the concerns of UIUC students or their 
instructors.  Often while teaching English, I wondered if what I was teaching was actually 
helpful to my students, and that was one of the reasons that I wanted to return to graduate school 
and do this kind of research.  Talking with Jamilah in particular made me reflect on my previous 
teaching and reminded me of why I set down this research path in the first place.  Now I better 
understand that it makes sense to focus on the TOEFL rather than comprehensive language 




Jamilah have their eyes set on their degree programs and find that the emphasis on language 
details to be unimportant to their eventual work in their fields.  Based on this research, her idea 
to focus on the TOEFL over grammatical minutiae seems well founded.   
“What do you miss about your country?”  A final take away from this research is that 
many participants wanted to be better understood by and genuinely engage with the people 
around them.  In my experience talking with ESL teachers and students and scholars of 
international education about my research and presenting at conferences, I’ve found that people 
ask me questions about my research that demonstrate their own knowledge about the Arab Gulf 
and their perceptions of what women must experience in the US.  For example, in a conference 
presentation, someone asked me if Noor was friends with Iranians because they were all Shia 
since Iran and Bahrain are majority Shia.  In reality, Noor and her Iranian friends are all agnostic 
or atheist.  I received many questions about tensions between Sunni and Shia, but this tension 
was never discussed by any of the participants.  In fact, this issue was not a distinction that had 
any effect whatsoever on their social networks, and cross-sect friendship existed within this 
participant group.  Yet, Americans have been taught much about the issues between Sunni and 
Shia, so they impose this knowledge on their expectations for students’ experiences.   
Many people have asked me how participants feel about the freedoms that they can enjoy 
in the US, but participants never expressed a perception of feeling freer in the US than their own 
countries.  Late in the semester of data collection, I told Noor and Amal that I receive this 
question about my research more than any other question.  They both baulked at the notion that 
they have more freedom in the US.  While it could be argued that this perception is still relevant 
for Saudi Arabians, nothing Sema, Fiona, or Jamilah ever said would support this notion.  Even 
Sema and Fiona, who both drove in the US, didn’t see this as a freedom to be enjoyed in the US.  




fun to just go where ever you want whenever you want without anyone even knowing?” I asked 
Sema, who often complained about social issues in her country.  She responded, “no, I don’t 
want to have to drive!  A driver, that’s real freedom!”  While it is undeniable that there is more 
freedom in the US than Saudi Arabia and to a lesser extent Bahrain, this is not an issue that 
participants brought up, and when I did, they denied that they perceived more freedoms in the 
US than in their home countries.   
Some participants also felt that they did not have productive conversations with people in 
Urbana-Champaign about their countries or culture.  Nadia felt good about her role as a cultural 
ambassador her program, but no one else shared this feeling.  Overall, participants felt that 
people did not ask them questions or engage in productive discussion about their differences, 
which is an aspect of hospitality that they were lacking from the university and individuals 
within it.  Noor complained that Americans asked questions about her and Bahrain in order to 
argue with her.  She said, “any question is a good question if you’re going to listen,” but that she 
believed that there was no point in engaging in a discussion with anyone who just wanted to 
show that they knew what was ‘wrong’ with her country.  Similarly, Amal felt that people in 
Urbana-Champaign didn’t ask her questions about her country or culture because they either 
thought it would be offensive or they felt that they already knew what they needed to know about 
her and her country.  She said, “actually I kind of wish [people here] did ask more because I feel 
like a lot of people are ignorant, but they don’t want to be insensitive.”  One of her favorite 
conversations with an American took place on a sidewalk in Chicago where a man saw her 
obviously non-western dress and asked her where she was from and asked her about her clothes 
and why she dressed that way.  She did not find this offensive because he asked it genuinely to 
know the answer, and he listened without judgement or argument.  It is important to ask 




providing individual consideration if we are unpretentious in demonstrating our own knowledge 
and genuinely interested in hearing their answers.  In order to start a genuine conversation, Noor 
suggested the following question, which doesn’t center the asker’s knowledge, and instead 
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